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ABSTRACT

Discourses surrounding the debate on asylum-seekers and refugees continue to be a
polemical and topical issue in the UK and other Western democracies. This thesis
investigates the meaning of home and belonging from the perspective of refugees and
asylum-seekers in Belfast. Individuals who seek asylum in a place of safety leave their homes
and homelands for a variety of reasons. I focus on the experiential challenges faced by local
refugees and asylum-seekers following their arrival in a new and unfamiliar environment. By
examining a range of comparative subjective narratives, I seek to establish what the asylumseekers and refugees I was in contact with hope to achieve as they readjust to new ways of
life. An asylum-seeker is required to register his or her intentions with the relevant
authorities within a specified time limit. Following an initial screening interview, an
individual seeking asylum is provided with emergency accommodation, and shortly
afterward attends a substantive interview with UK Border Agency immigration specialists.
My research follows the lives of a number of asylum-seekers as they progress through the
asylum system. Some of them receive their 'papers' and are accepted as refugees with an
initial five year Limited Leave to Remain status. Becoming a refugee comes as a great relief
but concurrently brings a whole new set of challenges. A plethora of forms are required to
be filled out as they move into the mainstream social benefits system where new
accommodation is found and registration with the local Jobseekers agency completed. On
the other hand, for the many asylum-seekers who are refused refugee status, there is the
uncertainty of the appeals process, fresh claims, further meetings with solicitors and other
advisors, and occasionally a descent into destitution with no recourse to funds. I look at
some of the coping strategies employed by this heterogeneous group of displaced
individuals as they seek to establish a measure of emotional equilibrium in the social milieu
of Belfast. There exists a lack of well-established diasporic communities in Northern Ireland.
However, nascent social groupings are in the processes of being formed which compliment
other modes of integrating into local society. What is it that makes a person 'feel at home?'
My thesis explores the meaning of displacement and emplacement by focussing on asylumseekers and refugees as they negotiate and perform the long process of belonging to
something tangible in local society.
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METHODOLOGY and ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Introduction
This thesis is a study of people from many different countries who were compelled to leave
their homeland to begin a long journey toward a new country and way of life. My research
focuses on a disparate group of individuals who have become asylum-seekers and refugees
in Northern Ireland1. I follow the twists and turns of their experiential and emotional
predicaments as they seek to rebuild their lives in the social milieu of the city of Belfast.
Soon after their arrival in the country, these individuals apply for asylum which can be
approved or rejected by Home Office/UK Border Agency officials, or immigration judges.
Asylum-seekers who are waiting for their applications to be determined are effectively in a
liminal situation pending these decisions, obliged to report on a regular basis to the
authorities (formerly they reported at a local police station, but more recently at a purpose
built UKBA facility on the outskirts of Belfast2). In Michel Foucault's terms, these
instruments of power deploy both active and passive surveillance, continuous registration,
perpetual assessment and classification long after an asylum-seeker becomes classified as a
refugee. This type of power 'insidiously objectifies those on whom it is applied to form a
body of knowledge about these individuals' (Foucault 1977: 220).
This thesis focuses specifically on the myriad ways in which these refugees seek to find a
semblance of belonging. The degree to which this is achieved is measured by ascertaining
how a displaced person is deemed to have become settled in a new social and physical
environment. Parkin (1999: 309) believes that 'the notion of “home" and of "origin" refers
to many places and not one fixed locus, in a way perhaps similar to the undeniably
contestable and yet fluid boundaries of ethnicity and even nationality'. I examine the ways
in which these newcomers view notions of home, belonging, and community, and to what
1 In the UK, a person is only legally considered to be a refugee once their application for refugee status has
been accepted. An asylum-seeker is someone who has applied for refugee status under the Refugee
Convention and is waiting for a decision to be made (see Chapter 2, p.35).
2 Drumkeen House, a new purpose built immigration facility opened at Forestside in the south of the city in the
summer of 2009. The UKBA for Northern Ireland operate from this building and took over the signing
responsibility for asylum-seekers from local police stations at this time
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extent they regard home as geographical space, a cognitive category, or as a place of
familiarity (see Chapter 3 for the theoretical framework). Forced migration emanates from
global power structures that reflect inequality and tensions between people and regions.
Whatever the anticipation levels, refugee movement is a last resort which generally allows
little time for planning the onward journey. The majority of asylum-seekers who arrived in
Northern Ireland during my research relied on agents operating within people smuggling
networks which are decisive in determining the destination country (Sales 2007: 85).
Subjective life narratives are heard throughout the thesis from a number of refugees and
asylum-seekers, as well as members of the host society, who contribute toward a focus on
the discourses, practices, and embodied experiences of 'being at home' and 'non-belonging'
from their own perspectives.
Before leaving familiar surroundings behind, the forced migrants described in this thesis
had subjective notions of the meaning of home, but how can 'feeling at home' be
recaptured in a foreign environment with a lack of familial support structures? Individual
agency and social networks are shown to be important modes of practice when refugees
attempt to rebuild their lives. In a city with limited ethnic minority differences, refugees and
asylum-seekers came into contact with a range of organisations and individuals in Belfast.
For asylum-seekers, it is the NGO-UKBA nexus that plays a large part in their daily existence.
Refugees respond to their new- found status in different ways, being in the process of
leaving the trauma of the past behind in their efforts to improve their English and gradually
integrate into local society. For the refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast, the ability to
fulfil their aspirations thus depends on the crucial decision of who will be granted official
refugee status, and who will not.
It has been suggested (see for example, Mallki 1995) that displacement and loss are
connected to the formation and concretisation of the nation-state as an object of
sacralisation. This in turn hints at the danger inherent in the reification of the notion 'home',
ignoring the structural divisions that may make people feel displaced even before flight
(Sales 2007: 83). Furthermore, sections of the mass media adumbrate current affairs which
they regard as relevant to the nation's populace. Hence, negative perceptions of asylumseekers as represented by the mainstream media have become increasingly influential in
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contributing to discourses of who should be permitted to call the UK home3. In what ways
do asylum-seekers and refugees as newcomers to the country truly belong, or will a feeling
of home and belonging remain a chimera? This thesis identifies the arguments and
problems outlined above by examining the meanings which underlie the narratives from a
wide range of asylum-seekers and refugees in Belfast. Anthropological theory serves to
provide insights into these substantive ethnographic accounts of the daily realities of
displaced individuals and their survival strategies (see Maguire and Murphy 2012). The next
section engages the methodology and ethical concerns employed in answering these
research questions.
METHODOLOGY
The Field Site
My initial engagement with refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast began in November
2008 as part of an MA practical fieldwork assignment. Shortly afterwards, I became a
volunteer English language teacher with the local refugee centre, and known as Northern
Ireland Community of Refugees and Asylum-seekers (NICRAS). This was to be the start of an
on-going relationship that continues to date and which has given shape to an extensive
academic research project. I began as a teacher for two hours a week each Friday afternoon
at the 'Kids Homework Club'. With varying degrees of success, I attempted to assist the
teenage children of refugees with their school homework in English language and literature.
This experience brought me into contact with the staff at NICRAS, as well as some initial
contact with the children's parents along with other members of the NICRAS organisation.
The children's classes gradually faded away and a more in depth fieldwork project followed
in the summer of 2009 when I became an assistant teacher of the twice weekly English
classes for adults. In September of that year I registered for the PhD programme.
By the time I began PhD fieldwork in April 2010, I had become a familiar figure at NICRAS,
known as the English teacher as well as an academic researcher with Queen's University.
The streets of Belfast were familiar to me, but on entering NICRAS familiar routines and
3 The post-second World War political order witnessed the rapidly unfolding Cold War era. Asylum-seekers in
Western Europe were welcomed as heroic and romantic figures escaping the perceived harsh existence of
Communism behind the Iron Curtain. The opening of the Berlin Wall on November 9th 1989 heralded the
collapse of state socialist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe (see Svasek 2008).
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assumptions were suspended. The rite of passage signals not only the anthropologist's
'passing through an important career stage, but also recalls analyses of the painful,
disorienting practices in initiation rites that function to eradicate the initiate's taken-forgranted, comfortable, familiar habits and expectations' (Barfield 1997: 189). My role at
NICRAS had extended beyond university researcher, and English teacher, and now
encompassed tea making, as well as fetching milk and biscuits from a local shop and evolved
into other volunteering activities (see section below). In addition to the manager, who was
constantly advising refugees in her office, there were the administration manager and the
activities coordinator. I found them to be consistently open with me about their experiences
at NICRAS. They were good-humoured, patient, and encouraging despite my regular
presence in their office. Having obtained their informed consent4, I was able to conduct
many meaningful and individual conversations with a good number of NICRAS members5
whilst preparing tea, or cleaning the small kitchen, which was situated on the first floor of
the NICRAS building. My new social status among refugees and asylum-seekers formed part
of the longterm, and on occasion intense, 'experience near' fieldwork. 'The long-term,
intense, “experience-near" fieldwork is proposed and defended by its adherents as a way to
achieve a profound, multidimensional knowledge not available to someone who visits a
community a few days or weeks' (Barfield 1997: 189).
In Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922: 4), Malinowski, that arch-proponent of
fieldwork, wrote: 'Imagine yourself suddenly set down surrounded by all your gear, alone on
a tropical beach close to a native village, while the launch or dinghy which has brought you
sails away out of sight'. I quote this classical and anachronistic arrival trope in Melanesia as
a contrast to my field site on the inner city streets of Northern Ireland's largest city. Burgess
(1984: 14) states that 'anthropology has now “come home'". It is as likely that social
anthropologists will be found conducting field research in their own societies as in other
cultures'. On a few occasions, as I arrived at or departed from the field site, I had interesting
conversations with individuals whilst sitting in the sun on the wall directly outside the front

4 The NICRAS staff were all familiar with my research aims and methods and in possession of both Implied and
Informed Consent forms (see Appendix 6-8, p. 249-251). I obtained further verbal informed consent in order to
continue with a more extensive fieldwork project.
51 refer to the term members throughout this thesis. There are around 180 members who are exclusively
refugees and asylum-seekers that live in the Greater Belfast area. NICRAS is unusual as a refugee-led support
organisation with its own chairperson and committee.
4

CHAPTER 1

METHODOLOGY and ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

of NICRAS. On other occasions, I would serendipitously bump into my newly formed friends
on the streets which surround University Street (where NICRAS is situated) and the Queen's
University itself, and also in the vicinity of SHAC, a large Housing Association building in the
city centre where many asylum-seekers and refugees live.
Building rapport with NICRAS members was paramount in order to distance myself from
any association with the UKBA/Home Office and which included the local National Asylum
Support Services (NASS) offices where asylum-seekers initially registered their claims. The
members were noticeably suspicious of newcomers at NICRAS, and my physical appearance
may well have connected me with officialdom. The NICRAS staff commended my approach
and sensitive interaction with its members, and it was my consistent ethical behaviour and
commitment to helping individual refugees and asylum-seekers that was of importance.
They had had previous experiences with certain other researchers who were intrusive and
only stayed around for a short period of time without making a meaningful contribution to
the organisation. Therefore, my principle gatekeepers were happy for me to be present at
NICRAS whenever I could. Of course, being allowed such access does not grant permission
to gather research data in a cavalier fashion and without the full knowledge of each and
every participant whose data are included in the final written draft.
From the outset, I was aware that I would be interacting with a heterogeneous group of
people who come from a wide range of countries outside Europe, and which allowed the
development of the affective aspects of traditional anthropological research. Although not
strictly an urban anthropological study, the research was based in and around the urban
environs of the city of Belfast, and my research group all resided in this area. By illustrating
ways in which asylum-seekers and refugees contend with their immediate challenges, I
hoped to be doing the groundwork for a sustained relationship with NICRAS as well as
building on a corpus of ethnographic knowledge which might inform future social policy on
the subject. The Dictionary of Anthropology (Barfield 1997: 188) states that 'fieldwork is
intense, long-term anthropological research conducted among a community of people'.
Refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast are in a constant state of flux as people come and
settle, suddenly leave, or anticipate a planned departure. It was important to understand
these processes within the broader context of this political community in relational
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dimensions of attachments, connectedness and communication that exist in the encounters
between established residents and new arrivals (O'Neill 2007: 72).
NICRAS is an organisation that consists of three to four permanent staff members,
depending on the funding available at the time. It also prides itself on being unique among
refugee organisations in that it functions with the help of its members who are either
seeking asylum, or have become refugees. I met over eighty individuals during the course of
my research (up until September 2011) who fall into that category, and they came from
twenty four different countries, and various ethnic groups. Paul Rabinow (1977) stated that
good fieldwork should be done in the group's primary language. Clearly this was not feasible
given the twenty four different languages, allied to the fact that I was generally regarded as
an English language teacher at NICRAS. Nonetheless, a few words in Arabic, Chinese, or even
Eritrean Tigrina, added to the humour, rapport, and intersubjective dialogue between us.
In another departure from traditional anthropological methodology, I did not become
immersed into another culture in order to understand one particular way of life as practised
widely. The unique nature of my research meant being sensitively aware of many different
cultural backgrounds. Current critique is mindful of terms such as 'culture' which evoke
problems of reification. Barfield (1997: 190) reminds us that, 'assumptions are made about
unity and cohesiveness which renders anthropological fieldwork problematic in terms of
conceptualisation and of its claims as a superior methodology'. Nonetheless, fieldwork
remains central to the anthropological project as data comes not from laboratories but from
living cultures, communities, and people. Moreover, as Herzfeld states (2001: 17), 'the
persistence of a strong sense of cultural identity does not necessarily entail the suppression
of individualised forms of agency'. As my fieldwork developed, I had to learn the 'culture' of
the 'refugee community'. This entailed openness to its diversity, respecting the individuality
of its members, as well being reflective of its political dimensions. The vast cultural
differences between refugees in Belfast make any consideration of a refugee 'community'
necessarily simplistic and almost inappropriate; such a discussion might imply a collective
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identity which does not exist (see Nic Craith 2002: 24, Chapter 3, p. 63, Chapter 6 this
thesis). As with identity, a precise definition of the term 'community' has proved elusive6.
Culture is a multidimensional concept, as exemplified by the heterogeneous make-up of
refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast. For example, all asylum-seekers go through the
experience of a journey into exile. Many of them arrived directly in Northern Ireland, where
they have to go through the official immigration screening process, followed by registration
at the NASS offices in Belfast, and then be allocated initial accommodation in a local hostel
before the substantive interview with Home Office officials. At some stage during or after
this process asylum-seekers and refugees all find their way to the NICRAS building in the
south of the city which serves as a focal point, and in so doing they become part of a group
of people with similar, and concurrently, diverse challenges in Belfast, rather than members
of a distinct culture. As this thesis will show, I am writing about individuals with narratabie
life histories; and thus I elide essentialist descriptions of a particular culture, community, or
people (Clifford 1988: 263).
As the fieldwork progressed, I was aware at different times that I was obtaining enough
qualitative ethnographic data in Belfast. Although NICRAS formed the locus of the field site,
I attended a number of events and meetings around the city that had a direct bearing on the
research. I visited the Belfast Islamic Centre for a discussion with the director, and I was also
invited to attend an Orientation Day which was held for a cross-section of community
workers in order to gain an improved understanding of Muslim cultural traditions. I spent a
few days helping out with the local Red Cross organisation. This entailed observing how the
coordinator distributed emergency assistance to refugees, and I accompanied asylumseekers to the Red Cross charity shop where they were able to access clothing and other
items.
I attended Refugee Week in 2010, and again in 2011, where a series of seminars and
events took place. The 2010 seminar focussed on destitution, and I gave a presentation on
the theme of integration at the 2011 event. Each Thursday, the City Church organised a
61 avoid using the term community when referring to refugees and asylum-seekers as a homogenous group of
people in Northern Ireland/Belfast throughout this thesis. Occasionally, and where appropriate, in lieu of
community, I use the acronym NICRAS (see p.3), or more often simply the words refugees and asylum-seekers.
Furthermore, when deemed necessary, I use inverted commas depending on the context of the groups of
people I refer to.
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communal meal for the members of NICRAS. Its members would take turns to cook a
traditional meal in the kitchen where tables and chairs would be set out for those who
wished to attend. Commensality proved to be an ideal time to talk to people, to make
contacts, and simply to be present. Other social events took place in the church hall: the
NICRAS Annual General Meeting, the NICRAS Christmas party and celebration of Refugee
Week, and an Information Day for service providers to inform and aid refugees and asylumseekers in the city. There were also seminars held by the Law Centre which involved
Refugee Action Group, and an initiative that I am still in the process of coordinating; entitled
Refugees in Time of Need (RITON). This is a scheme whereby volunteers accompany asylumseekers to Drumkeen House (see n.2 above) if they are at risk of being detained, or just to
provide moral support as and when required.
In the course of my fieldwork, I attended the asylum appeal hearings of two friends at the
Immigration Law Courts, which helped me to gain an understanding of a holistic approach to
asylum in Northern Ireland. I visited the Sudanese community rooms in south Belfast, where
I enjoyed a traditional music concert and a cultural event organised by the nascent
Sudanese community in Northern Ireland. The Inclusive Neighbourhood Project (INP) was a
successfully organised series of events facilitated by local community members who worked
alongside individual refugees and/or asylum-seekers. I was present at some of their
meetings where the focus was on commensality and mutual understanding between settled
inhabitants and newcomers. Finally, I used my own home for that very reason, but also to
allow an asylum-seeking friend the use of my telephone for some awkward long distance
calls home. Although there is no denying the idiosyncrasy of individual ethnographic
experience, 'every person makes sense as he or she can given their resources and
constraints, opportunities and skills' (Jenkins 1994: 452). Furthermore, 'knowledge, rather
than being totalised, is constructed in the construal of specific encounters, and this is as true
for the anthropologist as for the informant' (ibid). The methods that I have pursued have
not only formed the ethnographic data of this thesis, but have also led to new friendships.
My engagement with the Belfast's refugees and asylum-seekers continues to grow.
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Volunteering and Participant Observation: An Ethical Dilemma

Ethical considerations need to be paramount at all times, and especially in the process of
interviewing or conversing among a vulnerable group of people. For the anthropologist in
the field, an important question needs to be posed. At what point does an interview
become informal conversation and vice versa in the act of gathering data? Participant
observation is a core activity which goes to the heart of this practice. In order to investigate,
experience, and represent the social life and social processes that occur in a particular
setting, the ensuing intimate interaction and interchange of views will eventually lead to a
textual description of those experiences. This method of participant observation makes
evident the need for empathic immersion in the daily life and meaning systems of those
studied, and which include the ethical and political issues arising with these efforts
(Emmerson et al 1995: 354).
In order to achieve a balance between the role of scientific researcher and friendly
enquirer, the ethnographer needs to rely on a range of skills and characteristics. They
include being personable and objective, having intuition, being a good listener and
emotionally mature. From one perspective, participant observation can enhance emotional
trust, and thus enhance access. Indeed, participant observation encourages researchers to
seek a level of acceptance and trust with local communities. However, caution must to be
exercised if the researcher uses a privileged 'insider' position to obtain information whose
publication is seen as violating the emotional trust established between the researcher and
community members. As Bourgois remarks, 'we obviously have an obligation to let the
people we are researching know that they are being studied. At the same time we are
taught that the gifted researcher must break the boundaries between outsider and insider.
The question remains: how can we reconcile effective participant observation with truly
"informed consent'"? (quoted in Norman J M 2009: 82).
Many participants who inform a particular kind of ethnography may not be familiar with
academic researchers and their data gathering techniques. At which point does the
anthropologist in the field decide who is fully aware of his/her methods and motives
without distributing informed consent forms to each and every co-participant? Murphy and
9
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Dingwall (2001: 342, 347), note that the rights of research subjects in ethnographic work will
not be respected simply because consent forms have been signed. They believe that this
may in fact deflect researchers from the reflective pursuit of ethical practice. Moreover, as
Price noted (1996, quoted in Murphy and Dingwall 2001: 342), 'signed consent forms may
actually jeopardise the confidentiality of participants by making them identifiable'. This may
well be true in the case of asylum-seekers who are in the process of having their claims
determined by the Home Office. However, my reasons for not distributing informed consent
forms to my research participants (with the exception of NICRAS management) were
twofold.
Firstly, I believed that from my previous experiences of working as a researcher and
volunteer with refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast that a bond of trust and friendship
was of paramount importance when conducting open conversations about people's lives, i
was concerned that informed consent forms may jeopardise that delicate relationship.
Second, I was made aware by more than one member of NICRAS that regularly signing
official-looking forms reminded them of the stressful nature of form-filling and signing their
names on various documents, and the on-going anxiety and frustration of dealing with
social welfare bureaucracy (see Tilbury 2007: 444). In lieu of a form (Appendix 8, p.251), I
showed each participant my university student card, and then explained the purpose and
intent of the research project. I obtained informed consent verbally from all research
participants and simultaneously clarified the requirement for anonymity when the time
came for me to write up my research findings. In the process, I often asked refugees and
asylum-seekers whether they had a preferred name they would like me to use. I found this
to be yet another way of building rapport between us. Other NGOs and community workers
were also made fully aware of my research project, and thus their informed consent was
verbally obtained. I clarify in the section below (p. 19), the requirement and importance of a
sufficiently good knowledge of the English language for potential research participants
when giving me their consent, and the subsequent need to understand the object and
implications of my research aims.
As Burgess notes (1984: 47), 'fundamental to the ethical questions surrounding research
access is the dichotomy between covert and overt research'. Essential to the method of
participant observation is the role in which the researcher operates during fieldwork. This
10
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will influence the relationships that are developed and the consequent data that are
collected. I decided that distributing a form to each and every potential research participant
would be impractical in the quest to obtain authentic accounts when interpreting another
people's way of life. The reputation of a sincere and reflective, empathic and personable
anthropologist should ensure that data are collected and collated in an ethically responsible
manner.
My continued presence in the research site as participant observer helped to establish
behavioural and emotional trust with informants where transparency is an essential
requirement. Vulnerable or suspicious people, who may have been hesitant to talk at first,
but noted my consistent presence, and when combined with referrals from other co
participants, may have become convinced to trust me and to assist with my research. For
example I was glad to receive these types of comments from potential participants: 'If I can
help you with anything, all you have to do is ask'. 'Thank you for that, but you have done
enough for us already, 'That's no problem, anything for you my friend'. Exchanging mobile
phone numbers was a further milestone in building trustful relationships. Nonetheless, if or
when consent is freely given, researchers need to be especially sensitive to maintaining the
trust relationship during conversations with these individuals by showing restraint and
knowing when to stop (Norman 2009: 82-85).
Ultimately, it is the responsibility of the anthropologist in the field to oversee an ethical
commitment to his or her social interactions. Outcomes and conclusions of research can
produce unforeseen consequences which highlight the need for close control of the
research project by minimising potentially harmful dissemination of the inscribed data. After
all, 'ethnography is the result of fieldwork, but it is the written report that must represent
the culture, not the fieldwork itself (Van Maanan 1988). If the greatest risk in ethnography
arises at the time of publication, then the moral sense of the researcher and their ability to
make reasoned decisions in the field, are more important than regulative codes of practice
or review procedures. Furthermore, 'signed consent forms do not guarantee participants'
understanding, although they may be a useful, albeit uncomfortable reminder, to both
parties of the nature of their relationship' (ibid).
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ASA Guidelines (1999, 1 (4), see Appendix 6) state that, 'the principle of informed consent
expresses the belief in the need for truthful and respectful exchanges between social
researchers and the people whom they study'. Truthful and respectful exchanges may in
reality result in harm being caused in the final writing up stage. There is an ambiguity in
these guidelines as true and authentic representations expose the power dialectic between
the researcher as scribe, and the researched individuals and their oral confessions. Does the
anthropologist admit to emotive incidents in the final representations of the written text in
order to evoke the life-worlds and meaning behind that emotive experience? This could be
an honest and truthful account of the anthropologist's fieldwork. Conversely, should
distressing exchanges stay within the realms of fieldnotes and be omitted from the final text
despite their poignancy, and potentially revelatory insights?
It could be argued that when the emotional trust of evolving relationships are being
formed, in addition to a safe and conducive conversational space, specific emotions as
utterances are given the opportunity to be aired. Such an important aspect of data
gathering should be perceived as intersubjective dialogue conducted with solidarity, as well
as empathy. The ASA Guidelines also caution the need for anticipating harms and avoiding
undue intrusion. Stories often carry particular poignancy and serves as 'witnessing', whether
or not the telling of their stories made life bearable in the present (Myerhoff (1979) 1994:
271, quoted in Skinner 2012: 15). The stories are contingent on the memory of the speaker,
and yet 'memory is anecdotal and potentially prone or even stimulated to exaggeration in
the presence of the interviewer' (Summerfield 2004: 66, quoted in Skinner 2012: 15).
From an ethical perspective, an overriding concern remains. Namely, the extent to which
the interviewee, as research participant, is consciously aware of sharing information that
will be re-produced in a written text. Knowledge, as well as the written word, is indicative of
modes of power as they come to highlight the power dialectic inherent in human
relationships. The relationship in a two way conversation should reflect its egalitarian
nature. The researcher must reveal his or her positional integrity to their participants
throughout the fieldwork project. In other words, at what point is the researcher conducting
official fieldwork, and all that that implies, as opposed to operating in a different social role
(volunteering in an organisation for example, or perhaps socialising in a pub or cafe where
research participants are present)? Guarantees of confidentiality and anonymity that cannot
12
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be fulfilled should not be issued as serious implications may result (Burgess 1984: 191).
Discretion and responsibility must be observed at all stages of a research project. All of the
names that appear in this thesis have therefore been anonymised for ethical reasons of
confidentiality.
The concerns noted above highlight the need for self-disclosure throughout the fieldwork
process as actions and utterances expressed by participants may be acknowledged and
eventually inscribed by the anthropologist. Therefore, 'research participants may be more
likely to disclose private information to those they consider friends than to those adopting a
more traditional fieldwork stance' (Murphy and Dingwall 2001: 343). In this instance, does
the word traditional refer to a specific method of gathering data? No matter what
methodology is involved, the consequence will involve a fine balance sought between
exploitation and honest representations of other people's life-worlds. However, participants
still have substantial capacity for exerting power over the anthropologist in the field.
Interviews and conversations become irreducibly social encounters and must be analysed as
'situationally appropriate accounts' where participants seek to present themselves as
worthy of representing their 'group' or simply as individuals (ibid). They may feel aggrieved
and let down if certain discussions, or emotionally laden narrative accounts, are omitted in
the final writing up stage. This is the balance that needs to be calculated by the responsible
fieldworker. From an ethical perspective, some of my research findings will remain safely
within the bounds of my fieldnote diary, whilst others have been inscribed in the final
written thesis.

The English Language Class and Other Roles.

On completion of my MA in September 2009, I resumed my role as a volunteer teacher
which coincided with NICRAS' move to new premises in south Belfast. This was NICRAS'
second move in the same area since my involvement. This building is in a street which
contains a number of old terraced houses that have mostly been converted into offices,
small hostels or hotels, and other businesses. Residential streets are also close by. At
NICRAS the ground floor consisted of three separate rooms that were used for a variety of
activities including the English language classes arranged between 12.30-2.30 every Tuesday
13
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and Thursday. The lessons lasted for around two hours and were conducive in allowing 'Mr
Teacher', as I was often called, to become a familiar figure and gain the trust of many
NICRAS members.
There were usually two teachers in the classroom, and we divided the students between
us. Occasionally, other volunteers would sit in with us to help out, or perhaps take one-toone sessions with individuals who needed specific help. For example, we tried to help two
refugees who were illiterate in any language, thus presenting the teachers with unique
challenges. On some days, there were only two students for me to teach, and on others
there could be up to fourteen. For weeks on end I would teach the same regulars who came
to the classes, but whom then disappeared for unknown reasons. Some would be detained
by the authorities and removed from Northern Ireland; others would commence official
English language classes at a local college, whilst others still simply stopped attending.
The nature of the classes was quite haphazard at times, and this reflected the lack of
routine in the daily lives of many asylum-seekers, who not only sought sanctuary and
protection in a new and disorienting environment, but were also busy adapting to the
demands of a new life in Belfast. A typical day is therefore difficult to describe, but I take
this one day from my fieldwork diary which gives a flavour not only of the classroom
experience, but the kind of interaction that occurred before and after the actual lessons:
Looked into classroom and woman in middle of floor praying toward Mecca. Let her
continue.
Sumed, Assan and Moali (all Sudan) come to lessons. Marta takes them. Me with Zera (Iran),
Yolanda (Eritrea), Hosni (Sudan), Katun (Iraq). Chamil and Haddi (young Somali women),
arrive later.
Spoke to Khassir. Been here six years and can't concentrate on anything due to worries
about both 'homes', Africa and Belfast. May be a good contact/informant. English decent
enough.
Met Jeffrey (Ivory Coast). Has an MA from Abidjan and would like to further his studies but
cannot plan until he receives permission to stay i.e. attain refugee status.
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Zera likes alcohol, our foods e.g. curry chip. Friend runs a kebab shop in a town in Co. Derry.
He's westernised, or looks both ways, is open -minded and no doubt would/does integrate
easier.
It was these kinds of occurrences that reminded me of the diversity and sensitive nature of
conducting fieldwork in a cross-cultural milieu. Furthermore, the type of assumptions
highlighted above featured regularly throughout the fieldwork experience and provided
examples and opportunities to be followed up with vigorous ethical and consistent research
that would later evolve into substantive data. The classes provided the opportunity to
engage in participant observation. Clifford (1986: 13) reminds us that, 'since Malinowski's
time, the “method" of participant observation has enacted a delicate balance of subjectivity
and objectivity' It also raises the ethical problems inherent in combining a volunteering
capacity with academic research. For example, when does the research participant
understand the difference between these two roles? Teaching the refugees English allowed
me to ask persona! questions of them as part of the lesson. For example, they were obliged
to ask each other questions such as: 'What type of house do you live in?' 'Do you share with
other people?' 'What do you work as?' I then had the opportunity to reformulate these
questions into the past tense. For example; 'What did you do back in your own country?'
Without intending to elicit research data in this manner, I was nonetheless able to gain
valuable insights to reflect upon after the classes had ended.
Furthermore, a few moments in between formalised teaching allowed for some
exchanges about our life experiences, hopes and expectations. This helped in gaining
rapport and good relationships, but I refrained from using this information in the final
written thesis unless the same data were repeated in the course of semistructured/unstructured interviews at a later date, and only when the participants were
aware of my separate role as university researcher. As Clifford (ibid) observes, 'the
ethnographer's personal experiences, especially those of participation and empathy, are
recognised as central to the research process, but they are firmly restrained by the
impersonal standards of observation and “objective" distance'.
I met many familiar faces, as well as being introduced to some new ones, as I was
preparing my class notes and using the photocopier which was located on the first floor at
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NICRAS. Tuesday and Thursday were usually busy days at NICRAS with many people arriving
in the hope of talking to Mary, who was the manager as well as its resident professional
advice-worker. Her role extends beyond senior advice worker to the personification of
advocacy for the 'refugee community' in Belfast. On occasion, my teaching props were
geographical maps which enabled me to initiate conversation and rapport with the
students. One day, I produced a world map as I wanted to ascertain where one of my
students came from. As soon as I had unfurled the map onto the desk, the look on her face
told me that this was not a good idea. Later on I discovered that the area where she came
from is renowned for people trafficking, and in this way I learned a valuable lesson about my
fieldwork site. In spite of that singular episode, I had more success with a detailed map of
Darfur (western Sudan), which consistently provoked interest and comment among the
large number of Darfuris who visited NICRAS. They were often able to show me the location
of their home villages, points of interest in the area, as well as telling me where violent acts
had taken place, and sometimes which Internal Displacement Camp members of their family
were interred in. This type of information became a part of my regular and normative
conversations as my reputation and relationships with many members continued to grow.
Once again, data of that nature have been omitted from this thesis except when reiterated
to me when acting as a social science researcher.
During fieldwork I had found myself another role as a volunteer with NICRAS. Its
members could now write down on a sheet of a paper any material items that they required
or desired and it was my task to try and locate, obtain, and deliver these items. This led to a
series of opportunities for meeting a variety of asylum-seekers, as well as more established
refugees in order to deliver their requests. In this way, I was invited to many temporary,
permanent, and semi-permanent homes which provided insights into private spaces directly
associated with my research aims. Thus there was a measure of reciprocity and give and
take which is a universal in the course of social interaction. On occasion, the recipients of
these material items were required to help as we brought in: well used refrigerators, sofas,
TV sets, a mattress, and other items of furniture. I was consistently shown warm hospitality
with the offer of tea, biscuits, cakes, or whatever my friends were able to produce. We then
sat and chatted about a range of issues for a while until one of us needed to get on with
something else.
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Spradley (1980: 35) reminds us that 'rather than studying people, ethnography means
learning from people'. The way in which different people experience, interpret and
structure their lives formed a part of my qualitative research strategy. To emphasise these
points, Barfield (1997: 190, see Burgess 1984: 3) states that: 'As an outsider, the fieldworker
sees things, makes comparisons, and has experiences that insiders cannot see, make, or
have. As an insider, the fieldworker learns what the behaviour observed means to the
people themselves'. I not only discovered aspects of individual's lives, but concurrently I
learned a host of political and cultural details from their homelands. For example, part of my
methodology entailed reading books about the violence that has occurred in Zimbabwe and
Sudan. After a while, I was able to surprise my Darfuri and Zimbabwean friends by asking
which part of that region they came from, as well as their precise ethnic group, a little of
their region's history, and I attempted the odd word in their language. The anthropologist is
prone to categorise and establish the identity of all individuals in the fieldwork site. In my
research, I believed this displayed interest and respect, rather than appearing intrusive and
tedious.
I had not planned to become knowledgeable about the workings of the social security
agencies; Jobseekers provisions, Northern Ireland Housing Executive and Housing
Associations, as well as opportunities for training, volunteering, and producing CV's. In the
course of spending a lot of time 'just hanging around' (see Whyte 1955: 303) at NICRAS, I
would be asked by its members whether I could assist them with filling out various social
benefit forms, job applications, or occasionally to act as a character reference. I also
accompanied a few individuals to give them moral support and practical guidance when
opening a bank account. A whole host of personal information was thus divulged to me
which facilitated further questions and conversation that I handled as sensitively as possible.
In retrospect, I could have been a little more direct with certain lines of enquiry, but the
sensitive nature of the subject meant discretion was the better part of valour. In the course
of researching refugee's countries of origin, in my attempts at finding contemporary
information on the internet that may have assisted with their asylum claims, I also learned
about the political situation across a wide range of different countries.
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Interviewing
It is the interview methodology which ultimately informs knowledge production. The
method employed when eliciting data achieves shared understandings and the adequate
and ethical emplacement of the interviewer in the field site. The selection of individuals who
constitute a research project should be representative of the social group being studied. In
order to gain more than partial accounts of a social situation it is vital to establish social
relationships with a sufficient number of relevant people. The participant observer gathers
data by participating in the daily life of the group or organisation he studies. He watches the
people he is studying to see what situations they ordinarily encounter and how they behave
in them. He enters into conversation with some or all of the participants in these situations
and discovers their interpretations of the events he has observed (Becker 1958: 652, quoted
in Burgess 1984: 79). Participant observation as methodology remains the cornerstone of
anthropological investigation but which necessarily invokes a number of ethical issues.
From an ethical perspective, when does a conversation with a purpose become an
interview, and conversely, at what point in a structured interview does friendly social
intercourse which is not a part of the formal question structure, inform the researcher's
final written data? As stated in the quote above, the anthropologist in the field observes the
people he is studying to see what situations affect them on a regular basis. Establishing key
informants (friends and acquaintances) will ordinarily lead in turn to meeting many of their
friends and acquaintances who may all be related to the research aims of the
anthropologist. Key informants usually explain to these friends the nature of the
researcher's motives and why he or she is interested and keen to ask pertinent questions
about their lives. These considerations raise the question as to what individuals perceive as
research in the first place. The ethically minded anthropologist needs to ensure all
participants are aware of his position and that he or she may later use all that has been
expressed (both orally and by embodied actions/emotions) during their social interaction
for research purposes.
I was conducting an ethnographic study on the experiential lives of refugees and asylumseekers, but this also included NICRAS, or any other organisation associated with the
refugee community in Belfast. However, this precluded looking at the way things are done
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behind the scenes at the local UKBA facility at Drumkeen on the outskirts of the city. This
was a place well known to the majority of refugees and asylum-seekers in and around
Belfast. I was also advised by a friend at the Law Centre that it is legally not permissible for
unauthorised individuals to give advice to asylum-seekers, although practical help, moral
support, and recommendations are perfectly acceptable methods of advocacy. Part of my
research was to gain insights into how the impact of the current asylum system directly
affects individuals at a local level. Malinowski's ideal of fieldwork stated the need 'to grasp
the native's point of view...to realise his vision of his world' (Malinowski 1922: 24-5).
Following from this well-known maxim, my aim was to focus on the lives of asylum-seekers
and refugees with the intention of describing the existential challenges they faced as they
sought to become embedded into a new social milieu, and the way in which this informed
any notions of home and belonging.
The ethnographer may not wish to conduct structured and formal interviews with
informants in the belief that relationships may be compromised. This method of obtaining
data may arguably be safer in relation to ethical considerations. Before commencing a pre
arranged and formal qualitative interview, informed consent forms can be produced and
signed by the research participant, and accompanied by a covering letter which sets out the
purpose and design of the interview. The interview may be recorded and an exact
transcription of the narrative may result. On the other hand, the fieldworker may decide to
conduct informal conversations whereby an inter-change of views (Kvale 1996: 14, quoted
in Skinner 2012: 9) would ideally lead to insightful and informative narratives of individual's
life- worlds. The vast majority of my data were gathered in informal and friendly
conversations (which I call unstructured interviews with a purpose, see below) with
individual members of NICRAS. Although it is feasible to use solely formal interviews, I did
not wish to conduct a series of formally structured interviews that involved a set of
prepared questions. At the time of my fieldwork, and with due regard to the sensitive
nature of interacting with a uniquely vulnerable group of people, I considered arranging this
type of interview methodology as reminiscent of UKBA procedures. This decision was
influenced by the fact that in the early stages of fieldwork, I tried to set up pre-arranged
interviews with potential research participants, but my interviewees did not arrive as
agreed. I have included anecdotes and even snippets of narrative on occasion, in order to
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give a flavour of the unstructured nature of life for the majority of refugees and asylumseekers in Belfast.
In contrast to imposing preconceived questions on respondent's minds, 'the
anthropologist uses conversations with informants largely to discover the appropriate
questions to ask' (Ellen 1984: 225). On the other hand, Evans-Pritchard (1976: 240) reminds
us that, 'in science, as in life, one finds only what one seeks'. And furthermore, 'if he did not
go with preconceptions he would not know what and how to observe' (ibid.: 241). Bearing
this in mind, occasionally I would ask an informant for their views on the meaning of home,
belonging and the degree to which they felt welcome in Northern Ireland. Sherman Heyl
(2001: 369) notes that 'life history interviewing fits comfortably with the ethnographic
tradition since it is usually conducted over a longer period of time, within relationships
characterised by high levels of rapport, and with a particular focus on the meanings
informants place on their life experiences and circumstances'. The information that I
received through extensive narrative expositions was gathered over a period of time, and
seldom from a single interview source.
ASA Guidelines (1999, 4b) state that, 'consent in research is a process, not a one-off
event, and may require renegotiation over time'. On occasion, I would meet research
participants on the city streets, in their friend's homes, or at venues where specific events
were organised. By that stage of my fieldwork, my informants were well aware of my
research aims, and if and when a 'new face' was encountered I quickly established my
credentials by explaining my role, and often with the help of their friends who were also
present during these encounters. My extended time in the field allowed me to employ the
'realist approach' (Silvermann 2000: 122) to the interview method which entails eliciting the
'gritty' reality of people's lives by a confessional story. In other words, I combined extended
participatory fieldwork with a mixture of both unstructured and semi-structured interview
technique (see Rapport 2012: 56).
I found the use of an interpreter to be unnecessary as the individuals who inform this
thesis spoke English well enough to understand the motives and reason behind my
questions and conversations. Furthermore, in the course of a sustained fieldwork
engagement, I managed to meet a substantial number of refugees and asylum-seekers who
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have informed this thesis that spoke a good standard of English. Some of them spoke
English clearly and fluently, whilst others spoke less fluently but were perfectly coherent in
their meanings and intentions. An Arabic interpreter who was often present at NICRAS did
occasionally interpret some words for me, but only in friendly conversations which further
served to build rapport. If I found the standard of English of potential research participants
to be insufficient for a full understanding of my research design, the contents of that
dialogic exchange and interaction would remain within the confidentiality of fieldnotes.
In addition to giving various people lifts in the course of delivering material items, I also
drove a number of asylum-seekers to the UKBA facility at Drumkeen where they were
obliged to report their presence on a regular basis, as well as giving lifts for more general
reasons. I also found that sitting in the car when either stationary or driving along became a
good unstructured interviewing technique when discussing sensitive and personal issues.
The unstructured interview method allowed for more general reciprocal conversations to
take place which aided in building relationships of trust and respect. The semi-structured
interview elaborates on what Robson (1993: 28, quoted in Skinner 2012: 55) terms
'conversations with a purpose' with the intention of eliciting data of significance toward my
research aims and goals. Including participant observation, all of these methods employed
throughout fieldwork necessitated the act of engaged listening (Hockey and Forsey 2012:
71) in order to comprehend and interpret what was said, and to give meaning to my
fieldwork experiences.
After a period of time in the field, well established friends and acquaintances
(informants7) would ask me how I was getting on with my work. I would often reply with:
'I'm writing about you. I mean, all about asylum-seeking and refugees in Belfast, and what
home and belonging means. You know; that type of thing'. Ellen (1984: 111) believes that
'the problem of being associated with a particular social category or group in the community
begins as soon as the anthropologist enters the field'. Throughout my fieldwork, I
considered it of paramount importance that I was perceived by others as an individual who
was not associated with any type of organisation; except for my role at NICRAS and as a

7 The ethical difficulties with the word 'informant' are problematic. Informants are a source of information and
they become teachers for the ethnographer (Spradley 1979: 25). Throughout this thesis (bar this chapter), I
have used the word friend, or more often, I refer to pseudonyms.
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university researcher. This did present a potential problem in my dealings with Home Office
agencies such as NASS/Bryson House and the UKBA because I was 'representing the voice'
of the many individuals who were in the precarious predicament of trying to claim asylum
despite having been initially refused. However, my aim was to document the experiential
realities of individuals within the refugee community, and on occasion that included their
dealings with the authorities8.

I also had to be vigilant in my interaction with members of NICRAS. To be seen with the
same person too often would indicate favouritism on my part, and to talk loosely about
what others had told me would under certain circumstances have compromised my
credibility in relation to the confidentiality of our discussions. A poignant incident highlights
the seriousness of such interactions. In the NICRAS kitchen I explained to one particular
refugee my role at NICRAS and the university, and assured him of confidentiality after he
told me about the gravity of his situation. He went on to tell me: T don't tell Somali people
my whole story as I am worried that they can get my family in Somalia. Some people say in
London or Belfast, that they like Al-Shabaab, and to see if I am with them, or just to see
what I am saying about this. When my family here, I don't mind'.
Another example of how I collected data by serendipitous meetings is illustrated by this
chance encounter with an asylum-seeker. I often arranged to meet, or accompanied asylumseekers to the UKBA facility at Drumkeen House. Whilst waiting for them to re-emerge I
once met a young Somali man who was in the process of seeking asylum. He had arrived too
early to report, and so I went over to introduce myself. By mentioning the names of NICRAS
and one or two Somali friends, as well as my role of volunteer and university researcher, it
was possible to quickly establish some rapport and empathy. In this way, when I met him on
future occasions, and the conversation (unstructured interview) was necessarily curtailed by
time pressures, it often became possible to establish a good deal of personal information in
a short period of time.
I devoted as little time as possible to writing notes whilst in the presence of my
informants. I made notes by remembering what they said as soon as was practically
possible. They were aware of my role as a researcher, but I did not want to risk producing a
8 In response to my request, the UKBA public relations officer told me that they do not give interviews to
research students.
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notebook as this may have appeared intrusive, and a hindrance to the flow of conversation.
On occasion, private conversations that were reaching a crucial part of the telling would
come to an abrupt end when somebody came into the room. These interruptions during
intimate details of an individual's narrative were frustrating and unanswered questions
were left hanging in the air until the next propitious opportunity arose. Having the patience
to wait for these stories and allowing respondents to raise sensitive issues in their own time
proved to be a useful strategy for addressing specific topics while respecting the needs of
participants.
I wrote up the day's fieldnotes in my journal diary as soon as I got home, which gave
encounters and observations a particular texture and resonance whilst still fresh in my
mind. Fieldwork took place in the environs of Belfast and hence distance from the fieldsite
was not a factor in compromising the qualitative nature of my fieldnotes. For each day I was
in the field, my notes comprised a continuous record of the events in which I was involved
and the conversations in which I participated (Burgess 1984: 169). Many incidents and
anecdotes have remained in the safety of fieldnotes, and no interviews were recorded
which solved any concern of losing such sensitive data. I did not use a recording device in
the belief that this would have compromised my data. I was of the impression that all
refugees and asylum-seekers had endured more than one often traumatic formal and
recorded interview with UKBA staff, and that was the principle reason for not using
recording equipment. In fact, as recognised above, I seldom produced a notebook unless I
felt fully comfortable in the presence of a research participant, and he or she was well
aware of my actions.
Ethnographic Chapters
The first substantial ethnographic chapter (4) of this thesis begins by looking at some of the
ways in which the nation-state as a political entity plays such an important role in defining a
person's place in the world. The Declaration (p.69) is explicit in its definition of persecution
with the words nationality and country mentioned three times each. For this reason,
Chapter 4 will discuss and analyse the role of the nation-state in relation to its impact and
consequences for those individuals who feel the need to seek sanctuary in another country.
I conclude that the severity and persistence of the problem which led each individual
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asylum-seeker to seek sanctuary in another country, was understandable given the
circumstances.
The thesis then moves on to consider the multi-layered and amorphous concept of
identity. Some of the meanings and theories that seek to explain and clarify concepts of
identity have been widely documented in social science literature. In Chapter 5, the
awkward term of identity is useful when discerning the extent to which a person's identity
undergoes a transformative process following the trauma of a forced migration. I believe
that through the many and varied challenging experiences that asylum-seekers and refugees
endure and negotiate, a reflective and more complex personality emerges. Although not
necessarily unique to their situation, a palimpsest of life-changing events at least creates the
potential for new forms of identity to be added to existing ones.
The next chapter (6) focusses on another key concept of anthropology by analysing some
of the ideas pertaining to community. Refugees and asylum-seekers in this thesis are shown
to be actively engaged in trying to settle into the social milieu of Belfast. I found this
particularly interesting and pertinent in a divided city such as Belfast. The refugees and
asylum-seekers that are included in this thesis were constantly strategizing the most
propitious ways in which either to settle into the locality, or occasionally to move
elsewhere. The term multiculturalism is investigated and unpacked in order to shed light on
the tensions and realities inherent in the process of community building.
Community is connected to the concept of belonging to a group, and Chapter 7 looks in
more detail at the central theme which permeates this thesis as a whole, namely the
meaning of home. The more I researched this topic, the more the concept of home receded
from my grasp. With its generalities and nuances as well as its cross-cultural meanings and
different levels of interpretation, I came to realise that home and (non-) belonging is
subjective and situational, negotiable, and processual. A theoretical base will help in
uncovering whether the refugees and asylum-seekers featured in this thesis are able to find
a place to call home from their own perspectives.
The following chapter (8) analyses some of the meanings attributed to deservingness,
language, and power. When considering Northern Ireland as a potential place of sanctuary
for refugees and asylum-seekers, these concepts affect their agency on the streets of Belfast
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in different ways. I conclude that what individual asylum-seekers and refugees deserve is a
discursive process between different actors. The UKBA/Home office, the local settled
population, sections of the media, but also refugees and asylum-seekers themselves are
actively engaged in the discussion surrounding deservingness. I came to understand that the
issue of language is occasionally a divisive outcome amongst members of NICRAS, but the
ability to speak a certain level of English, is not a determining factor when granting Leave to
Remain in the UK. By seeking to understand all of the key concepts mentioned in this
chapter, a better realisation behind some of the reasons why asylum-seekers and refugees
come to feel as though they belong, or do not belong (see Chapter 9), are unravelled and
reflected upon. In Chapter 2 I illustrate the practicalities of moving to Northern Ireland as a
forced migrant, and the many challenges that occur on a regular basis on arrival.

25

CHAPTER 2

ARRIVAL

CHAPTER 2
ARRIVAL

Introduction
The first part of this chapter provides some brief background information on the place
where the refugees and asylum-seekers that are the subject of this thesis currently live.
Although more recently considered a modern European city with a place on the tourist map,
Belfast, (and Northern Ireland in general) retains a sectarian undercurrent well into the
twenty first century. I attempt to convey a sense of the atmosphere prevalent in the city
spaces, as it is into this urban milieu that refugees and asylum-seekers arrive and seek to
find a measure of security and sanctuary, and more established refugees attempt to build or
reccmstruct a new life. However, forced migrants have certainly not been the only category
of people to have moved to Northern Ireland. I illustrate that migration to the region has a
long history and continues to fluctuate and change right up to the present time.

The chapter then examines in some detail the important aspects of the legal process that
all asylum-seekers are obliged to pass through. During this period, individuals are
acco mmodated in a variety of housing as they await a determination on their cases. At this
stage they are supplied with minimal financial assistance as they adjust to their new
envi ronment. Using ethnographic narrative, I show how some asylum-seekers experience
the different phases of attempting to have a successful application ratified by the UK
authorities in Belfast. This can be a long, stressful, and drawn out process if an individual is
not successful at the substantive interview stage with Home Office officials. The difficulties
in proving the veracity of an asylum claim are highlighted by examining the ethnographic
data from two case studies which take place in the Belfast Immigration Law Courts.

The final part of the chapter looks at the kind of surveillance put in place to monitor the
whereabouts of asylum-seekers as they move through the legal process following rejection
of their appeal hearings. A second appeal is usually permitted with the hope of overturning
the Immigration Judge's initial decision, although this tends to be a rarity. I go on to show
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how one asylum-seeker in particular despairs of ever being granted sanctuary as a refugee
in Northern Ireland. The final section concerns the option of voluntary return. In the case of
one individual from Zimbabwe, the possibility of going back becomes a temptation following
the disappointment of her reception in a country she believed would be a place of
hospitality and safety. A detailed and emotive narrative expresses the uncertainty and
anxiety of individuals in her situation.

Local Contexts and Migration to Belfast and Northern Ireland
The research for this thesis took place between April 2010 and September 2011, a period of
relative political calm and stability (on the surface at least) in the city of Belfast.
Nonetheless, the sectarian realities of life that are played out on a daily basis across the
cityscape forms the backdrop to the social world of its residents. The sectarian nature of the
violence that blighted Northern Ireland from the late 1960s up until the signing of the Good
Friday/Belfast Agreement in April 1998 became widely known as The Troubles. Some of the
worst incidents of violent clashes have occurred on the streets of Belfast. There followed a
lengthy and drawn out series of multi-party talks between the British and Irish governments
and the political parties in Northern Ireland. The Agreement stipulated the obligation of the
newly devolved Northern Ireland Assembly to strengthen the protection of human rights
and plural identities whilst recognising the equal legitimacy and worth of the identities of all
sections of the community in Northern Ireland (Nic Craith 2002:25).Furthermore, the
Agreement recognised the importance of respect, understanding and tolerance in relation
to linguistic diversity of the various ethnic communities which form part of the cultural
wealth of the island of Ireland (McDermott 2011: 52-3).The Draft Equality Scheme for the
Northern Ireland Legal Services Commission (2012), in accordance with Section 75 (see
Chapter 6) of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, states in its introduction:
In carrying out our functions relating to Northern Ireland we are required to have regard to
the desirability of promoting good relations between persons of different religious belief,
political opinion or racial group.
It should be stressed that this statement does not stipulate whether these persons are
required to be legally registered as residing in Northern Ireland, because asylum-seekers do
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not appear in the census statistics. Until 1997 race relations were not even included in the
Northern Ireland legislation (Hainsworth 1998:3, quoted in Kempny 2008: 31). Many
asylum seekers and refugees can certainly identify with O'Leary and McGarry's assertion
that, 'Northern Ireland should be classified along with Lebanon, Cyprus and Sri Lanka as "an
ethnic war, a communal war, or an inter-national war"' (1993: 18, quoted in Kempny 2008:
30). Since its inception, the divided society of Northern Ireland has been riven by the
differing political, cultural and religious traditions. It is a conflict about the politics of identity
and territory, and is therefore primarily about nationalism and the politics of ethnic
domination that contains a religious dimension (Jenkins 1997: 121).
In essence, members of the Protestant, unionist and loyalist community have generally
regarded themselves as British and been supportive of the 1920 Government of Ireland Act,
which ensures that Northern Ireland remains a part of the United Kingdom. By contrast, the
nationalist, and mainly Catholic, community largely regard themselves as Irish and would
prefer that Northern Ireland severs its links with Britain and became part of a united Ireland
(McDermott 2011: 51). 'Years of mistrust have led to a situation where social structures
such as education, certain public spaces and even places of employment have been largely
segregated' (ibid). The history of Northern Ireland and its subsequent residential
segregation into loyalist, republican, and predominantly 'neutral' areas remain a dominant
feature of the landscape. The residents who live within the confines of its segregated
communities create a sense of homeliness and security. This is borne out by Shirlow and
Murtagh (2006: 17) who believe that, 'Belfast remains not as a city but as an assemblage of
"villages" within which detachment from other places is crucial in terms of identity
formation'. West Belfast consists of over 80% Catholic residents, whilst east Belfast can
claim over 80% Protestant residency. These social constructions of urban space highlight the
importance of territoriality, belonging and identity.
At present, the capital city of Northern Ireland contains a population of around 270,000 in
its metropolitan area, or 15% of the province's total population of 1,775,000. In Belfast, 98%
of the residents are of white ethnic origin (see Chapter 6 p.130, 148). The religious
breakdown comprises 48.6% Protestant and other Christian denominations, 47.2% Catholic,
and 4.2% non-religious or other non-Christian religions (Belfast City Council 2008). This
thesis seeks to establish whether refugees and asylum-seekers acknowledge and pay
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credence to these societal divisions in their attempts to settle in the locality, and to what
extent such divisions belie the pluralism of real social life in Belfast. Suspicion of the outsider
takes on a particular resonance in Northern Ireland, within its sectarian infused public
spaces and its housing estates. For example, Eddie, a Sudanese refugee who I befriended
had moved into a Housing Executive flat which is located near a busy junction in a relatively
neutral area of the city; neutral in the sense that no visible sectarian regalia or graffiti mark
the territory as being from one side of the divide in a Northern Ireland context. However,
the street sign was in Irish, as well as English. This area borders the neutrality of the central
business district, but also both nationalist and unionist spaces. This kind of terminology is
regarded as quite normal in Belfast and indeed in Northern Ireland in general. The residents
of Belfast's inner city districts live in areas characterised by high degrees of segregation.
Entire communities are viewed as politicised where all space is identified as either 'ours' or
'theirs' and given a sectarian complex.
Despite the reality that the high levels of violence during the Troubles in Northern
Ireland have now largely dissipated, moving through these spaces nonetheless induces
anxiety for large swathes of Belfast's inhabitants. This highly local corpus of knowledge is
not commonly shared by all residents of the city as Lysaght (2002: 127-140) aptly illustrates.
She highlights how office workers from the town would probably be quite surprised to know
that they are daily walking through such highly defined 'sectarianised space'. To illustrate
this point, I remember a refugee from Eritrea expressing surprise and shock following an
incident in a shopping centre (considered 'neutral' space) relatively near the house where
he was residing at the time (just off the Falls Road in a staunchly nationalist area of West
Belfast). As part of a charitable donation, a local resident had given him a Glasgow Celtic
football shirt, which is tantamount to expressing allegiance to one side of Belfast's sectarian
divide. It is visibly obvious to all 'indigenous' residents who inhabit these inner-city districts
that specific newcomers are in no way connected to their spatialised and sectarian socio
history. However, a stranger had suddenly shouted abuse at him, and my startled friend had
no idea what he had done wrong.
In this sense, 'space is always discursive space; for the individual, it cannot be known
beyond the information that is used to make sense of it' (ibid: 137). My friend had lived all
of his life in north-east Africa, and as a refugee from Eritrea would appreciate Sheldrake's
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observance (2001: 20), 'that place is always contested rather than a simple reality and the
human engagement with place a political issue'. With a certain amount of irony, the
refugees who live in Northern Ireland are free from the constraints of 'these local residential
areas that necessitates the navigation of a complex topography of politicised space' (Lysaght
2002:135). They are not exempt from scrutiny and suspicion from local inhabitants, but they
are viewed as a separate social category.
I carried out the bulk of my research in the inner city areas of the city. The physical
setting of that environment contrasted with many stories which I heard from refugees that
spoke of rural life in countries such as Sudan, Zimbabwe and Uganda, for example.
Conducting research in the city tends to focus on the relationships that are formed within
the overarching social structure which prevails in this urban milieu. It is the
interdependencies, or social capital, between people and the roles they play in these varied
situations that coalesce and inform their social worlds. In this sense, relationships are
ordered along religious, ethnic, occupational, recreational and other situational lines
(Hannerz 1980: 15). I found this statement to be of relevance among the asylum-seekers
and refugees who inhabit the city spaces. It could be argued that traditional anthropological
participant observation methodology in remote villages has more recently become studies
in urban enclaves of ethnic minorities and other marginalised groups. From the perspective
of Belfast, however, refugees and all other ethnic minorities are dispersed across the city
and hence do not fall into any particular spatial category.
Where does the refugee belong in this social milieu? Unlike some ethnic groups in
England, they do not fit into occupational categories such as the restaurant business, as
shop owners or other trade specialisms (with the possible exception of the Chinese
community). Belfast is a modern European city that is a part of the European Union, but
there exists no diasporic enclave from where refugees may orientate themselves before
finding their feet in a new social environment. This means that adaptation takes time as
individuals seek to establish meaningful relationships and a semblance of routine. Belfast
can no longer be regarded as a place that has two distinct traditions, namely Protestant and
Catholic, but as a city with increasing numbers of migrants who have arrived not only from
fellow EU countries, but also from further afield. Furthermore, the territory of Northern
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Ireland is no longer isolated as previously, but has become a part of global migratory
patterns (see Chapter 6 on multiculturalism).
For many refugees and asylum-seekers, Belfast has become their new home, at least
temporarily, but there exists a distinct lack of an ethnic boundary that might demarcate
where they live. Newcomers continue to arrive on a regular basis, stay temporarily, or
intend to settle on a more permanent basis, depending on their personal circumstances in
conjunction with their legal status as UK residents. The land border with the Republic of
Ireland stretches 360 km and consists of three of the nine counties that make up the of
province of Ulster. The presence of this border was occasionally of relevance to some of the
asylum-seekers and refugees who I encountered in the course of my research. With a
population of 4.6 million, Ireland had 3,900 asylum applicants in 2008, which is a far higher
proportion per capita than the UK. For comparison with the UK figures (see below) in 2007,
there was a 10% success rate of asylum applicants at the first appeal stage. In 2008, a
quarter of the asylum-seekers came from Nigeria, 6% from Pakistan, 5% each from Iraq,
Georgia and China, with the remainder coming from a diverse number of countries
(migration information source/lreland website, accessed March 2013). This national
composition is quite different from those seeking asylum in Northern Ireland (see below).
In the Northern Ireland context, 'greater recognition of minority groups could lessen the
relevance of what are perceived to be the two major traditions' (Nic Craith 2002: 20). Less
than fifteen separate ethnic minorities constituted the total population of Northern Ireland
when the Good Friday Agreement was signed in 1998. Today that number is far higher.
Chinese people began arriving in the early 1960s and are the largest ethnic minority in
Northern Ireland. The Chinese Welfare Association was established in Belfast in 1986. As an
ethnic minority, the Irish Travelling community has consistently had a presence in the North,
though always existing on the margins of local society. Since 2002 members of the Roma
community have arrived from Romania. According to one of the founders of NICRAS in 2002
(the current manager in fact), Roma people constituted a large proportion of refugees and
asylum-seekers. At that time, there were also a number of post-conflict Yugoslavs, mainly
from the Kosovo region, but also Sudanese, Afghans, as well as Chinese asylum-seekers. The
Indian Community Centre opened in Belfast in 1982 and continues to serve and represent
people who have been coming to the region for over seventy years. The dispersed Pakistani
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community have been able to avail themselves of the Belfast Islamic Centre and mosque
which was established in 1978. There is a synagogue in the north of the city which caters for
the small number of its Jewish residents. Other ethnic groups include Black African and
Caribbean, Bangladeshi, other Asian and mixed (Northern Ireland Assembly Research Paper
2011). As previously noted, at present all of the above- mentioned minority groups, and
individuals, are spatially dispersed across the city, rather than in distinct neighbourhoods.
In contrast to Britain, Northern Ireland has experienced very low numbers of post-World
War Two immigration. Its geographical remoteness was one reason, but the overwhelming
factor has been the longstanding sectarian nature of its socio-political climate. In 2001 just
0.8% of the resident population (around 14,500 people) of Northern Ireland belonged to
minority ethnic groups. A decade later, English was not the main language for 3.1% (54,500,
a figure that includes all immigration except asylum-seekers) of residents aged three years
and over; with 24% of these in the Belfast district (Guardian data blog website, accessed
January 2012). According to a Northern Ireland Assembly Research Paper (2011), almost
110,000 international migrants are estimated to have arrived between 2000 and 2009, with
Polish and Lithuanian the most prevalent languages spoken. The UN definition of a long
term international migrant based on a twelve month residency rule is used in Northern
Ireland.
It must be stated that migrant workers do not necessarily come to Northern Ireland to
settle or integrate, although many inevitably do, and the same is the case for refugees and
asylum-seekers. Territorially dispersed groups began to arrive in numbers in 2004 with the
accession often new countries that joined the EU fold, eight of which fell under the rubric of
A8 countries. As these migrants were granted full access to the UK labour market, this
expansion opened up borders for the free movement of workers and served to increase
migration to Northern Ireland, reaching a peak in 2007. In 2007, both Romania and Bulgaria
brought the current number of EU countries up to twenty seven Member States. However,
since 2007, the numbers of people migrating to Northern Ireland has been on a downward
trend (Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA) 2009: 3). For example, in
2009 there were 39,000 A8 nationals living in Northern Ireland, with over half of these from
Poland, representing a little over 2% of the total population of approximately 1.8 million (UK
total is ca. 63m). The vast majority have integrated successfully into local society. In June
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2009, 23,500 people were estimated to have come to live in Northern Ireland, and 21,400
left to live elsewhere. Migration, therefore, added 2,100 net residents to the Northern
Ireland population (NISRA 2009). In 2011 around 14,000 asylum-seekers were granted leave
to remain in the UK. In relation to immigration into the country as a whole, this represents a
relatively small proportion. With around 250 applicants for asylum in Northern Ireland, I was
thus able to meet a substantial percentage of asylum-seekers during the course of my
research.
To set these numbers in context, the amount of people seeking asylum in the region are
comparatively small. From April 2010 to end of March 2011 there were 202 main applicants
for asylum in Belfast (137 male and 65 female) with 91 dependents. Numbers continue to
rise slightly, and by February 2012 Bryson (the agency responsible for the UKBA National
Asylum Support Service contract) had already processed 220 main applications since
January 2011. There were 90 families with 274 members and 63 single people on asylum
cash support and accommodation. The asylum applications forwarded by Bryson in 2010-11
were from a number of countries (McNulty 2011), as follows:
59 Somalia
35 Sudan
27 China
15 Iran
11 Nigeria
9 Zimbabwe
46 others (e.g. from Kuwait, Palestine, Ivory Coast, Cameroon, DR Congo, South Africa,
Malawi, Eritrea) (See also Chapter 8, p.200)
The statistical data provided here did not reflect my own research findings. For details of the
representativeness of my research, see Appendix 1 (p. 239-42).
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New Country: New Accommodation
The UK is home to just 3% of the world's refugees, with a small fraction of those in Northern
Ireland, while Africa and Asia between them host 70%, and Europe as a whole around 15%.
There have been many restrictive changes in the immigration law in recent years, and it is
far from easy to have an asylum claim accepted in the UK. Applications in 2010 in the UK
amounted to no more than 18,000 with refusals totalling 75%, although 27% of appeals
were allowed (McNulty 2011: 24). As with much statistical data on migration movements, it
should be acknowledged that precise figures are difficult to ascertain and document due to
the fluid nature of those seeking asylum (or leaving the country) at a given moment in time.
A director from an NGO working closely with refugees clarified some aspects of the
legislation for me. In 2005 the five years Limited Leave to Remain (LLR) rule began; this
replaced indefinite Leave to Remain (ILR). Furthermore, an Active Review of individual
cases is another piece of legislation which assesses the conditions prevailing in a refugee's
country of origin at the end of the LLR period. At this stage a refugee could be asked to leave
the country due to the change of situation in their homeland. The director believed for that
reason alone employers may be reluctant to take them on. Furthermore, he believed that a
compulsory voluntary work scheme that had been suggested was merely a governmental
public relations exercise; 'the Home Office produced these ideas even before previous
policies have a chance to be enacted', he said. Consequently, there exists a general
confusion regarding the overall policy situation.
The number of applications for asylum support in the UK in 2010 was 17,916, a 27%
decrease from 2009. Of the 17,496 initial decisions in 2011, 25% were grants of asylum, 8%
humanitarian/discretionary leave, with 67% refusals. Pakistan and Iran had the most
applicants, but again very few from those countries arrived in Northern Ireland. In the first
quarter of 2012, 4,818 asylum applications were recorded (Home Office website). 'Between
30 and 60% of all people with refugee status in the EU are only recognised as such after
appeals against initial decisions which denied them refugee status' (Crawley 2005). As
stated above, in this period Northern Ireland had 220 main asylum applicants which
represent around 1.2 % of the UK total, with the population of Northern Ireland constituting
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nearly 3% of the total UK population. The figures below show the weekly social security
allowances for asylum-seekers as at January 2012:
A couple.............................................. £75.52
A lone parent....................................£43.94
A single person aged 18 or over... £36.62
Claiming asylum in Belfast/ Northern Ireland is the same process as in the rest of the UK. A
person seeking asylum on arrival in Belfast is expected to register within three days at
Bryson One Stop Service9 who will fax applications to the UKBA/Home Office at Drumkeen
House. The first step is a screening interview in order to establish identity, nationality, and
whether another country should be considering the application10. It is the National Asylum
Support Service (NASS) which provides accommodation and cash support for all asylumseekers. A substantive asylum interview follows (see below) when the veracity of an asylum
claimant's story is cross-examined in rigorous detail by UKBA officials. Usually after a few
weeks a determination is made and successful applicants are given LLR for five years with
rights to family reunion, access to benefits, and a right to work. After five years an individual
can apply for HR, subject to Active Review. A person could then apply for
citizenship/naturalisation as a UK citizen (see Chapter 6). The fact remains that they are now
legal residents of the UK and are permitted to enter mainstream society.
For unsuccessful applicants, it is an uphill battle to have their asylum claim ratified by the
authorities. An asylum-seeker is seldom permitted to work, neither before the interview
process, nor once an unfavourable decision has been made. An appeal against the original
decision can be lodged with the First Tier Appeal at Immigration Court, and if a negative
result ensues there is usually redress with a Second Tier Appeal to the Upper Tribunal (see
below). If that appeal is unsuccessful, an asylum-seeker has been officially refused entry into
the UK, is at risk of detention and forced removal, and expected to make arrangements to

9 Bryson is the group sub-contracted by the Refugee Council (in accordance with the Home Office) to facilitate
advice and emergency assistance to asylum applicant who are over 18 years old (McNulty 2011: 29).
10 The Dublin Regulation (formerly Dublin Convention) entered into force in the UK in 1997 and allocated the
responsibility for assessment of asylum claims to one EU state. Usually, the responsible member state will be
the state through which the asylum-seeker first entered the EU. One of the principal aims is to prevent an
applicant from submitting applications in multiple Member States (Ghanea 2007:119-130, see Wikipedia.org).
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leave. Their options are now severely curtailed, but include the possibility of a fresh claim or
Assisted Voluntary Return (AVR). Hardship Support is known as Section 411 which means
emergency accommodation and £35 per week with pre-paid cards and no cash. They may
now lose all asylum support, face destitution, and be forced to live on charity hand-outs
and/or personal contacts. Bryson, NICRAS and the local Red Cross can provide limited
assistance (see Chapters 8 and 9).

Mechanics and Subjective Experience of Applying for Asylum in Belfast, Northern Ireland.
Being Accommodated in Belfast
There is neither welcome mat, nor friendly greeting for an individual seeking asylum when
their risky and traumatic journey terminates in Northern Ireland. Due to the legal
constraints of the current asylum system in the EU, and therefore the UK, each person who
arrives will have done so clandestinely1/ An Eritrean family who I got to know well during
my fieldwork had the experience of having been cast adrift in the middle of Belfast city
centre with a small amount of money, and feeling totally disoriented. During my fieldwork I
have heard other accounts of individuals who had eventually found 'Bryson', as the place is
commonly known among refugees and asylum seekers. Duncan had arrived in the city
centre following a journey from Belfast International airport via Heathrow airport. He had
been accompanied by people smugglers since leaving his home near Bulawayo in Zimbabwe,
and all the way to Northern Ireland. He told me:
People were waiting for us in a car at the airport and they drive the long way round and
about, and eventually I think I stopped in west Belfast. They tell me to wait here and that
they will be back soon. I waited on the street for about five hours. I saw a black man drive
past three times in a Mercedes, before he stopped to talk to me. He was Zimbabwean, and
he took me to his home for some food before leaving me at Bryson. "Good luck my friend",
he said.

11 Section 4 support differs from NASS support as it does not involve any cash payment. Instead recipients are
provided with accommodation and a card that is worth £35 per week and can only be used in a limited number
of shops, and just £3.50 can be carried over to the next week (Devlin and McKenna 2009: 95).
12 The rise of smuggling is at least in part an unintended consequence of restrictive asylum policies. The
implication is not necessarily that asylum policies should be relaxed, but that it is impossible to de-couple anti
smuggling policies from asylum policies; they are inextricably linked (Koser 2003:184, cf. 2001).
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The Bryson building in the south of the city is the first port of call for someone wishing to
make an asylum claim. An employee from Bryson said to me:

How can I ever really know what they've been through, or are going through, from the
perspective of my comfortable existence and nice comfortable home? I never advise clients,
but only recommend that they play by the rules; if they want to visit England on a temporary
basis for example. Otherwise, we are tied by Home Office regulations.

Within three days of arrival in the UK, asylum-seekers are supposed to register their
intentions with the relevant authority (Bryson, in Belfast)13. They are obliged to pass
through each stage of the legal process put in place by the Home Office, as described below.
The first priority is to find the recipients some kind of accommodation. A limited amount of
financial assistance enables newly arrived asylum-seekers a level of subsistence as they
begin to adjust to their new environment. Families are found houses in which to stay,
whereas single applicants stay at the nearby International Hostel. Hilary, who originally
comes from Zimbabwe, told me that she had shared a room with another female asylumseeker from Cameroon. 'I remember eating bread, bread, bread. We were mixed together in
the hostel canteen with tourists, and the staff were not welcoming to us'. My Darfuri friend
Morris had told me:
The food at the hostel is not much. At two o'clock there is bread and tuna from a tin. Dinner
is some bread and some chicken, but very little. Breakfast is better: toast, eggs, and
cornflakes. I lose weight there. When I was staying there, I used to go to another asylumseeker house. We put in £5 each, and someone buys the food for all, but the people from
the hostel have no money and so they don't pay.

Asylum-seekers stay at The International Hostel for an initial fifteen day period which is
located near the city centre. During this time they will be 'invited' for a screening interview
with the UKBA at their offices in Drumkeen House in order to verify their identity and
establish their nationality. Derek from Nairobi told me about his experiences:

At my first interview they ask repeat questions all the time, maybe two hundred all about
the country (another asylum-seeker had reiterated this when he was asked to name each

13 Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2002-section 55 removed access to asylum support for asylumseekers who do not apply for asylum 'as soon as reasonably practicable' on arrival in the UK (Ghanea 2007:
125).
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country that bordered his homeland in Sudan). Who is prime minister of Kenya? Name the
big lakes? What is the colour of the flag? They want to know if we are lying, not the reason
why we might have come here.
Biometric tests are carried out at the screening interview stage in order to establish the
identity of the claimant. This measure is supposed to verify the legitimacy of an asylum
application and to ensure the individual is not identified on a criminal database and to check
if another country should be considering their case (see The Dublin Regulation, p.35 n.2).
After the fifteen day period at the hostel has elapsed, asylum-seekers are given NASS
accommodation. This is a mixture of privately owned housing, Housing Association, or
Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) stock. All utility bills are paid as part of the
contract with the Home Office who subsequently reimburse the landlord. Jeffrey, who
comes from the Ivory Coast, told me:
I had to pay my own hotel. I had about two or three hundred pound on me, and had to
spend my own money and then Bryson pay me back the money. NASS will make a decision
and query why I didn't apply in London, or wherever I may have first come into the UK.
When moved into an asylum house they give you a map of Belfast with two post offices and
police stations marked. We are not allowed TV's in our rooms, only in the common room. No
overnight visitors, and maybe check your room anytime, day or night.
Jeffrey was supplied with a map of Belfast which denoted the post office where he could
collect his weekly cash payment of £35.52p (2010). Local police stations were formally used
for asylum-seekers to report their presence, which added to their stress and uncertainty.
The recipient will purchase their own food and drink, pay for all bus fares, toiletries, mobile
phone costs, and any other sundry items or expenses. The system does not always function
efficiently, as this narrative excerpt demonstrates. Not long after moving into asylum-seeker
accommodation in the city centre, Derek had received a payment card from NASS that he
could use at a designated post office in exchange for £90 cash. This was supposed to last
him for three weeks which he was unaware of until his Congolese flat-mate informed him.
Derek said to me: 'I had already spent half that on cleaning materials for the flat! How am I
expected to live on £5 per day? I am now waiting for a letter from NASS and then the
regular payments will start'. Regular payments from NASS equates to just over £5 per day
for living expenses which is 70% of Income Support.
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Substantive Interview and Appeal

Having been supplied with accommodation, minimal financial assistance, and having
attended the screening interview, the next and most crucial stage of the asylum process
involves a substantive interview with UKBA caseworkers which now take place at Drumkeen
House. In Foucauldian terms, this building stands as a metonym for asylum-seekers in
relation to the surveillance practised by the immigration authorities. At this location, asylum
applications are translated, and their general credibility assessed, and during the interview
process, asylum-seekers need to explain why they fear returning to their own country.
'Typically, they are expected to discuss their experiences of persecution in front of strangers
where their stories are minutely scrutinised for potential inconsistencies' (Sales 2007: 80).
They will also provide what proof they can to support their claim, including medical reports,
if available. This can be difficult when people are traumatised by what they have seen or
experienced.
Furthermore, their narratives are cross-examined in order to establish the veracity of
their claims. 'Given the paucity of evidence generally available in asylum claims, asylum
decisions often come down to assessments of the "credibility” of the person and their story
(Griffiths 2012: 8, see Gibb and Good 2013)14. For example, Jeffrey was asked to name the
dates of his sibling's dates of birth, but he did not know the answer to this question. In his
culture, such dates are not indelibly imprinted in the mind, and it is these cultural
differences that can have a negative impact. If an interpreter is necessary, then anxiety
regarding the accuracy of translation becomes another cause for concern. In the course of
Morris's interview, his solicitor (solicitors are allowed to be present during the interview)
halted proceedings as he could not clearly understand his Arabic speaking Iraqi interpreter
who spoke a different dialect to Sudanese Arabic. A Zaghawa interpreter was found instead
via telephone link. An interpreter in this setting never gives his or her name or personal
details, as theoretically he or she merely interprets words and meanings accurately, and is
doing a job solely for remuneration.

14 'What will be credible to one person can therefore not be credible to the next, depending on his or her own
experiences and beliefs. Indeed, there is no legal expectation that different judges looking at the same piece of
evidence will come to the same conclusion about credibility. It is in this context that people claiming asylum
are routinely accused of embellishment, fabrication, and even outright lying' (Kelly 2012: 759).
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Unsuccessful applicants may have a right of appeal to a Tribunal before an Immigration
Judge (IJ)15.The two case studies below offer some revealing insight into these proceedings.
This takes place in a court setting in Northern Ireland. I had arranged to meet Derek at
Laganside Law Courts in Belfast city centre. The Home Office Presenting Officer (HOPO)

16

had not been able to attend, and so an attending barrister was instructed by the judge to
act on her behalf. He asked a lot of questions in sequential order which started with the
formation of the local security group in Derek's home village near Nairobi, the national
elections, and other events which culminated in his flight. In Derek's situation as appellant,
he was under a great deal of stress, and the success of his asylum claim, and his liberty, now
depends on a few minutes in court (White 2012: 6).
Despite this pressure, he needs to state his case accurately and coherently. Derek
answered each question without hesitation, quietly, thoroughly, and with the brevity
requested by the IJ. His interpreter put across the emotional content very well, and ensured
that he had heard each question correctly from the solicitor before putting it to the
appellant. The judge asked Derek about the initial rejection of his asylum case, to which he
replied: 'I did not mention the meeting at the football ground as I did not know who I could
trust as the politicians involved are very powerful men' (see Chapter 8, p.192. This
discrepancy in his substantive interview appeared to have affected his asylum application17).
In fact, he told the judge the exact same story as he had previously told it to me, except for
some tragic detail. He told the court that his girlfriend had committed suicide following a
beating by the authorities, which had caused the miscarriage of their child. The fifty minute
hearing was intense, emotional, and captivating, and I left the Law Courts believing that the
IJ would be understanding and sympathetic to Derek's asylum claim. The judge said that he
would write his report and that a decision would be sent to his solicitor in a few weeks. A
few weeks had indeed elapsed when Derek went to see his solicitor, as it was vital that an

15 If an initial appeal has failed, it is also possible for applicants to seek judicial review of Tribunal decisions in
the High Court (Good 2009: 46, see also Gibb and Good 2013: 291-4).
16 At asylum appeals, appellants are usually represented by solicitors in Northern Ireland. The HOPO (Home
Office Presenting Officer) is a Home Office representative, a civil servant who is generally not legally qualified
(Good 2009: 46, see also Gibb and Good 2013: 293).
17 The asylum interview, the witness statement, and the appeal hearing itself all provide opportunities for
asylum applicants to tell their stories of persecution. 'These stories often come out differently on different
occasions, giving rise to the "discrepancies" which Home Office staff are always seeking to identify' (Good
2009: 49).
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application to the 2nd Tier Asylum Tribunal is lodged within five working days of receiving
the 1st Tier Reasons for Refusal Letter.
Jeffrey, who originally comes from Ivory Coast, had been seeking asylum in Belfast for over
eighteen months. On a summer's day during my fieldwork, he invited me to his asylum
appeal hearing. I duly arrived at the Immigration Court in central Belfast where I found
Jeffrey sitting by himself inside the courtroom (he was wearing a smart grey suit and a white
shirt). I briefly shook hands with Jeffrey and wished him good luck. He pointed out his
solicitor to me who was conversing with the IJ about a separate immigration case, and I then
sat on the empty row of seats behind Jeffrey. Sitting alongside his solicitor was a colleague
of hers, and sitting a few seats away, but on the same row, sat the HOPO, and a colleague of
hers. Sitting immediately below the IJ was a 'court assistant', but it would be only four
people who spoke throughout the four hour hearing.
The IJ invited Jeffrey to come forward, and he went to sit in the designated 'appellant
seat'. She told him to answer in small parts, and to speak clearly in her direction. After a
slightly nervy start, Jeffrey spoke up for himself with confidence. One hour and twenty
minutes later, Jeffrey's solicitor informed the IJ: 'I would not have time before lunch for my
submissions'. The IJ replied: 'I suggest we break for lunch and re-convene at two o'clock
sharp'. Jeffrey was not permitted to speak with his solicitor during the break, and so we
went to a nearby cafe together. He appeared to be too tense and distracted to eat, but he
did say that he was pleased with events in the court so far, and that he was confident that
his appeal would meet with some measure of success. The court hearing resumed with his
solicitor examining the Reasons for Refusal Letter pertaining to Jeffrey's substantial asylum
interview. She said:
You seem to be damned if you do and damned if you don't, regarding knowledge of the
political situation in your own country. I want to concede with reference to the situation in
Ivory Coast that Home Office country guidance needs to be revisited. It is strongly
recommended by UNHCR not to return asylum-seekers to Ivory Coast. You may consider
Discretionary Leave (2 years) until such time as UNHCR consider it safe to return individuals.
Only Switzerland and Germany have thus far acted on this advice. The Secretary of State has
not given due regard to the Refugee Convention (1951) on political belief grounds. To sum
up....I submit.... This appeal be allowed due to the contemporary situation in Ivory Coast and
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the appellant not be returned at this time....Discretionary Leave as minimum until the
situation improves as per UNHCR recommendations.
IJ: I will consider all of the evidence before informing you of a decision, and thank you all for
taking the trouble to come here today.
The two narratives above represent only a small part of the court proceedings, but they
are useful in elucidating the asylum-seeker experience in an immigration courtroom. After
the appeal hearing had concluded, I walked up to NICRAS with Jeffrey. Feeling pleased with
the day's events, he joked about a celebratory orange juice that evening when he got back
to his accommodation. He was exhausted, but relieved. He told me: 'Ideally I would like
Limited Leave to Remain (5 years), but anything is good for now and I can relax for a few
weeks'. His appeal subsequently failed, but Jeffrey is determined to continue to fight his
case. If any discrepancies during the hugely stressful situation of an immigration interview
are picked up on, it is the responsibility of the appellant to try to set the record straight at
the appeal hearing. The decision of the IJ is based on subjective, as well as objective scrutiny
of criteria used when granting an asylum-seeker refuge in the UK (see Gibb and Good 2013).
'This presents a further extended period of limbo while a decision is made on their
application, in which their rights may be severely curtailed and their ability to build a new
life is put on hold' (Sales 2007: 86). In the meantime, as asylum-seekers await decisions
from the Home Office that will affect the rest of their lives, they try to settle into the local
community as best they can.

Surveillance
In 'a climate where asylum-seekers are seen as a security threat, justifying ever- tighter legal
procedures, and increased use of detention and deportation' (Castles and Miller 2009: 194),
they immediately fall under the suspicion of the authorities as potentially bogus (Squire
2009: 3). Whyte (2011: 18) proposes a counterpoint to Foucault's renowned panopticon
(1977: 201), which he names the 'myopticon'. In lieu of a system of power based on total
visibility, the term refers to a near-sighted and partial system of state surveillance practices,
deployed as though it were panoptic and focuses only on objects that can be
bureaucratically processed. Most prescient to the lives of asylum-seekers in Belfast, Whyte
aims to show how the myopia of the asylum system in another EU state, namely Denmark,
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works as a technology of power. Applying Whyte's concept of the myopticon, and beyond
the statistics of names, dates of birth and the detailed stories explaining the convoluted
route that brought asylum-seekers to Northern Ireland, the blurred images on the periphery
of this myopic view are brought into view.
These blurred images parallel the Danish asylum system when for instance asylumseekers regularly spoke of the confusion and uncertainty surrounding their cases. In
Northern Ireland, the veracity of their asylum claims is often shrouded in suspicion by the
relevant authorities, namely the UKBA, and avoiding the myopic yet dominating gaze is not
a viable way of resisting its pervasive effects (by absconding for example, see Whyte 2011:
21). In another recent article focussing on truth and trust in the asylum system, Griffiths
(2012: 8) notes that, 'asylum-seekers and refugees are some of the most mistrusted persons
in British society, and are commonly assumed to be manipulating the immigration system'.
Castles (2007: 27) highlights 'the concern with separating refugees and economic
migrants which only arises when receiving countries want to differentiate between those
they consider to be desirable and undesirable entrants, in order to better control them' .
The kind of surveillance described above works as a technology of power, and relies more
upon the factor of uncertainty than on accurately knowing or disciplining its subjects (Whyte
2011: 18). Inefficient administration is one of the principle reasons for asylum-seekers
falling into a state of destitution (see Chapter 9). Jeffrey expressed his frustration to me
concerning his experience with his weekly signing obligation at a local police station: 'They
want to treat you like a criminal. I went in once at 10.50, and they said to come back at
11.00'. As noted above, the UKBA moved the weekly reporting obligation from city centre
police stations to the purpose built facility at Drumkeen House during my fieldwork, but the
same frustrations and fears followed many asylum-seekers to that location. Jeffrey said:
You know I sign on weekly at Drumkeen? They said if I keep coming late, they won't move
me to monthly reporting, and may stop my money. I said, 'go ahead, you take it, but I won't
be treated like some kid'. I won't be treated like a criminal; the bad guy. They treat you like
shit. There were seven people today, waiting outside. If you come too early, they tell you to
wait outside. You can't win with these people.
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During my time in the field, I had taken on the role of RITON coordinator18. On a bitterly
cold winter morning, I accompanied Derek, his girlfriend and her toddler who was in a push
chair, to Drumkeen House for his signing procedure. We arrived at this location and
proceeded past the gate where a sign reads:
Home Office. UK Border Agency
Drumkeen House
Public Entrance
We continued up the short and narrow lane before coming to the public reception area. A
security official said: 'Who are all you people? 'I replied: 'I'm with the refugee centre and
am helping in setting up a volunteer assistance scheme'. Siobhan declared that she was
Derek’s girlfriend. We were not made to feel welcome by the security man who was wearing
a blue uniform and a pair of white gloves (Group 4 Security were employed at the time by
UKBA). This was the first day of the new asylum-seeker signing on regulations at this venue,
and hence the possibility of mitigating circumstances in relation to the palpable tension that
we could sense in the reception area. The tense atmosphere resembled current airport
security on a micro scale, complete with metal detector and body search. Derek was asked
to produce his letter from the UKBA which stated the time he was supposed to report for
signing.
'What time were you supposed to be here?' the desk bound official asked. '11.50', Derek
replied. The time was now 12.15. 'All right then. Could you remove your shoes, your belt,
and any money you have on you, and turn off your mobile phone?' Derek was being treated
with suspicion as he underwent this undignified experience. His belongings were placed
into a large plastic bag, and he walked through the airport style 'security arch', and followed
by a body search conducted with a hand-held metal detecting device. Siobhan was allowed
through after a security check as 'family', and I was instructed to wait outside of the gate,
which effectively meant leaving the premises. My friends emerged after a twenty minute
wait, and the usual outcome had occurred for an asylum-seeker who reports to the

18 Refugees in Time of Need (RITON) arrange volunteers to help with lifts and to simply accompany asylumseekers who feel as though they are at risk of being detained. He volunteers can offer moral support at
Drumkeen House, at appeal hearings, or for any other reason.
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authorities, namely the obligation to return the following week (or month depending on
their situation) in order to sign on a regular basis to confirm their whereabouts.

Seeking Judicial Review (2nd Tier Appeal)

I discovered Derek's bad news in relation to his appeal hearing as I was talking to a mutual
friend at NICRAS. Hilary, the young woman from Zimbabwe, told me that he was devastated
by the news. In fact, she said that he had felt like jumping from a bridge the night after he
received the letter. I had arranged to meet up with Derek again and we went and sat in a
cafe for over four hours in order to pore over the Immigration Judge's Reasons for Refusal
Letter (see Good 2009, Weissensteiner 2009) and to discuss the machinations of barristers
and solicitors in asylum courts. Derek expressed his fears to me:
Sometimes I feel like I don't exist, not just about the Home Office and all that, but just
everyday things. There is proof on camera (CCTV) at Musgrave police station where I stayed
the first weekend. I was crying a lot. I was thinking, here lamina police cell, and so when
will the Kenya authorities come and pick me up? Someone there had asked me whether I
wanted to get in touch with the Kenyan High Commission. I was told about asylum only
when I arrived. 'What is that?' I said, and why would I come over here (and risk his life) for
something I have never heard of, nor understand. I've never been in a court, spoken to a
solicitor, nor have any experience of this.

Derek spoke again about his confusion, and frustration, in relation to his treatment by those
in power shortly after his arrival here. Instead of the authorities wanting to hear about his
reasons for coming to the UK, he told me of his undignified experiences under the care of a
nurse who is contracted to work with asylum-seekers:
I told the nurse that I had continuing stomach upset after only eating biscuits and water on a
ship for two months. All she told me was to cut down on spices that I use in my food. I told
her that I am not using any spices, I am not eating properly.

Derek then spoke about his substantive Home Office interview: 'They told me to remove
my belt each time I go into the interview room. My trousers were falling down after I had
not eaten for two months' (on the ship). Sometimes I sit down and cry about it all'. I
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responded with, 'I'm not surprised. I'm sure that many others in your situation do the same,
but they don't tell anyone about it'. Psychologist's Furnham and Bochner (1986: 49) believe
that th ere appears to be a connection between the concepts of culture shock, alienation
and anomie. Our mutual friend from Zimbabwe once said to us: 'You have to stay strong and
not be defeated by what happens to you. I am still young; if I do not have my dreams I have
nothing'. I looked briefly at his refusal letter from the UKBA for an Upper Tribunal appeal
hearing. They could find no 'point of law error' in the barrister's submissions, only
'disagreement'.
Tribunals Service-Upper Tribunal-Immigration Acts
Notice of Decision ..date
Appellant-Derek Kifo
Respondent-Secretary of State
This is to inform you that the Upper Tribunal has refused or not admitted your application
for permission to appeal the Upper Tribunal. The reasons for the decision are enclosed
herewith: 'I endorse the reasoning of the First-Tier Tribunal judge (Senior IJ Smith). The IJ
came to adverse credibility findings. The grounds amount to no more than disagreement
and did not show that he arguably erred in law.
To compound Derek's confusion and emotional turmoil, an accompanying letter stated
that he would shortly be losing his £35.52p per week, as well as his NASS supplied
accommodation at SHAC. The letter that was sent by the Glasgow UKBA (whose jurisdiction
covers Northern Ireland) had written that his accommodation would cease from 2012,
instead of 2011. This was undoubtedly an administrative error, but one which offered Derek
false hope and arguably proof of the lackadaisical attitude of the UKBA/Flome Office toward
another asylum statistic. Derek could still apply for Section 4 support, and his solicitor had
told him that morning that he can apply for a fresh claim on any other grounds, which
effectively means new evidence to support his case.
Having gone through the emotionally draining experience of leaving his country of origin,
arrival in a totally disorienting environment, and then facing the uncertainty of a
bewildering asylum process, Derek was left with diminishing options from the legal
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instruments put in place by the Home Office, and decides who is eligible for refugee status.
For those individuals whose claim is rejected, there is not only the disappointment of that
decision to contend with, but the fact that their story has not been believed or listened to
properly. I went to visit Derek in his flat the day after he received his bad news from the
Home Office. We discussed his situation, and he reiterated to me his feelings of jumping off
the bridge he had walked over the previous evening. He seemed determined of spirit and
ready to fight his case, where he believes there remains a possibility of being granted
permission to stay. Claimants must prove individual and specific persecution (Sales 2007:
78). The Home Office have their criteria in relation to evaluating the veracity of each asylum
application. They have a difficult decision when assessing whether stories are valid and true,
and very often in the absence of any concrete proof. Kelly (2012: 765) notes perspicaciously
that 'judges do not like making decisions in a void. As one said to me, “we like patterns'”.
A further consequence of the negative decision was Derek's fearfulness of being detained,
which theoretically could indeed happen at any time. Justin and Derek are indicative of
Jackson's (2005: 143) comment that 'life is a struggle between one's inner resources and
external conditions, and that human existence is a struggle to strike some kind of balance
between being an actor and being acted upon'. Being an actor the individual could find a
dwelling to at least nominally call home. Being acted upon by the state authorities does not
allow for such an opportunity. An asylum-seeker had once said to me: 'I just want to live and
to be able to lead a life'. A fresh asylum claim has since been lodged by these two young
men with their respective solicitors as they continue to seek the opportunity to stay in
Northern Ireland.
Should I Stay, or Should I Go? Assisted Voluntary Return19
Tina and Robert are sister and brother from Zimbabwe. They had mentioned briefly to me
that their parents were killed at the time when their home was burned down by
government agents. They explained to me that an 'incident report certificate' is required
from the local police as proof of unjust treatment by security forces. Tina had been

From April 2011 Refugee Action, rather than International Organisation for Migration, has been assisting the
UK government through their Choices Assisted Voluntary Return Service. An application for voluntary return
will result in their asylum application being withdrawn and may result in a re-entry ban to the UK for up to five
years (McNulty 2012: 27).
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nominally involved with a political opposition party (Movement for Democratic Change, or
MDC) as a volunteer, and in that situation, any visit to a police station is filled with fear and
apprehension. Soon after their arrival in Northern Ireland they had had their initial
application for asylum refused by the Home Office. As part of the RITON service (see p.44,
n.15 above) I was able to give them a lift to Drumkeen House as they were now both obliged
to report on a weekly basis whilst they awaited their appeal hearing. Tina articulated her
feelings about her situation from the beginning, and over the following three weeks she
expressed to me in excellent English her emotional turmoil during the drive to and from
Drumkeen:

I am fed up. I get frequent headaches. I spend the time crying in the house. I get depression.
The doctor said it is stress. I do nothing all day except think (see Williksen 2004: 131 for a
comparative study in Norway). Saturday or Sunday I am already thinking about reporting
and what might happen there. The rest of the time is wasted doing nothing. Sleeping during
the day means it is harder to sleep at night. I am thinking of returning to Zimbabwe, maybe
with the help they can give me (Assisted Voluntary Return). It's like a kind of torture. No
money to have a drink with friends. I get £140 for the whole month as the machine in there
(UKBA building, Drumkeen) isn't working properly. I am still waiting for an ID card from
them. I am always thinking how to spend it. The house is cold, and there is one blanket and a
small bed. I tried to call the landlord as there isn't much heating. There is no TV as we need a
licence. I'm just sitting in the cold house.
The narrative above provides a snapshot of the present as Tina comes to terms with the
limited options at her disposal having been refused entrance into the UK following her
substantive asylum interview with Home Office officials. Her narrative below expresses the
realisation of the constricted parameters afforded her as she rationalises her situation and
lays plans for the future:

Voluntary Return they would give me £500 on day of departure followed by £1,000 on
arrival. I'm considering this as here I will get depressed. If I'm deported there is more chance
of trouble with the authorities in Zimbabwe. Voluntary give you papers and you just go
straight through (customs). I know of people who are here three or five, or even eight years
who are in the same situation and doing nothing. I am twenty six. I don't want to be here at
thirty one with no future. How can I feel at home when it's so obvious I am not welcome? I
came here to look for protection. I hoped...l expected that I could at least do something
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during the day. NICRAS can't help as there are others in more need than me; for food,
money and a place to stay. I may as well take my chances back in Zimbabwe. Tsvangirai says
all is okay in Zimbabwe. The Home Office act on that and want to send back all people from
the UK. They are waiting for the situation to improve, but they go by what is on the internet
(Country of Origin Information Service (see Chapter4, p.86, footnote 32)), and not what's
actually happening on the ground. Maybe I could go to Botswana or South Africa. It might be
safer there and I can start on my own with help from Voluntary.
At this juncture, I mentioned to Tina whether it would be worth waiting for the outcome of
her appeal before making a final decision. She replied:
I had a three hour interview. What more is there to tell at the appeal? They want new
evidence. They don't believe my story without evidence. It's the same for all of us (from
Zimbabwe). I don't know what to do. When I'm here for four or six years with no papers,
then I go back, what can I do then? Where can I start? But with Voluntary there is a chance
perhaps.
We sat in my car once we had arrived back at NICRAS. Tina continued to say that the CIO
(Zimbabwean Central Intelligence Organisation) has her personal details. The Home Office
are in possession of her MDC membership card, and we agreed that they are undoubtedly in
possession of many more cards from people in similar circumstances. It would appear that
Tina is at risk of persecution on return to her country of origin, and by the definitions set out
in the Refugee Convention (1951), should therefore be afforded protection from another
state. At present, there is waning understanding and sympathy from the general public, as
asylum issues have become conflated with discourses surrounding immigration to the UK in
general. After Tina said for the umpteenth time, 'I don't know what to do', we sat in my car
in silence for a while.
At that moment, I realised that words would not improve her predicament. The
anthropologist in the field can ask questions, respond in an empathic manner, and try to
offer solace and hope for the future. Nonetheless, on occasion, we do not have the words to
express our experience (see for example Wikan 1995: 28, Lamb 2001: 271). Tina broke the
silence by saying: 'I have had no breakfast this morning as the electricity in the house was
not working'. An empty stomach no doubt adds to feelings of despair. Furthermore, she
said: 'Thank you, but I won't need a lift next week as I am not at risk of being detained at the
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moment. Not until the appeal is heard’. She was visibly upset, almost desperate in that
particular moment. In Tina's mind, the situation appeared to be hopeless. Facing the risk of
return in order to envisage a glimmer of hope for the future, whether in Zimbabwe or a
neighbouring country, had emerged as a tempting option and one which Home Office
asylum policy pressurises many people in her situation to contemplate. Griffiths (2012: 11)
remarks that, 'occasionally asylum-seekers suggest that immigration goals are furthered by
the way the system works, including by wearing people down'. Later in the year I discovered
that she had indeed returned to Zimbabwe with the support of Assisted Voluntary Return.
Conclusion
In this chapter I gave an indication of the type of physical and social environment which may
or may not become home for the many refugees and asylum-seekers that will feature in this
thesis. Although total migrant numbers are comparatively low in relation to most other
cities, both in the UK and across other EU Member States, it is my contention that they face
very similar challenges to their counterparts in those other urban milieus. However, forced
migrants who reside in Belfast are in a different situation than other migration categories.
They lack the resources and social mobility of individuals from other EU states that move to
Northern Ireland on the Workers Registration Scheme for example. The unique nature of
the demographic constitution of the region, with its sectarian complexities, forms the
backdrop to a geographical and cultural location that is partly British, as well as partly Irish.
Nonetheless, the legal framework of the asylum system falls under the jurisdiction of the
Home Office, whose headquarters are in Westminster, London.
The chapter looked at the pragmatics and mechanics of a system which needs to be
negotiated by asylum-seekers after they arrive in Northern Ireland. No matter what country
they come from, the subjectivity of their unique situation will be assessed by the relevant
authorities to establish whether they meet the strict criterion that allows entry into the UK
as a refugee whose asylum case has been positively determined. In this chapter, I focussed
on ethnographic data from three asylum-seekers who were unsuccessful, not only at the
substantive interview stage, but also at the appeal stage. I alluded to the crucial nature of
the credibility which is accorded and assessed by the authorities in fine detail as they search
for any discrepancies that may undermine the whole asylum claim.
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The chapter also looked briefly at the style and scope of the surveillance which is
employed by the UKBA at Drumkeen House in south Belfast through the lens of Whyte's
myopticon. In the process of monitoring the movement of those individuals who are being
denied entry into the UK until their claims are exhausted, the obligation to report their
presence at Drumkeen on a regular basis means the asylum-seeker is under permanent
scrutiny. There is an option whereby an asylum-seeker can go back to their country of
origin, or at least a nearby destination, with the assistance of Refugee Action and AVR. This
was elucidated by a young woman from Zimbabwe when she decided that the risk of return
was worthwhile having assessed her negative experiences in Northern Ireland. In the next
chapter, I will identify and define the key concepts behind the theoretical design of the
thesis. Chapter 3 will also include a general overview of the ensuing chapters.
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Introduction

This thesis is an anthropological study of what it means to be a refugee or asylum-seeker
from their own perspectives. In this enquiry, the core focus will examine concepts of home
and belonging, but also displacement and non-belonging. In order to unravel and investigate
what this means for asylum-seekers and refugees in Northern Ireland, I will use the key
concepts outlined in this chapter.
Forced migration is a consequence of many reasons. Local politics, ethnic conflict and the
policies and decisions of national governments are part and parcel of the contemporary
nation-state as a reified entity. In the process of moving from an originary home land, and in
seeking to establish a new home in a distant country of sanctuary, a person's identity may
be susceptible to degrees of transformation. For those people who seek asylum, and more
especially for established refugees, the issue of attempting to settle into a local community
is an important factor. The policy of multiculturalism is therefore seen to affect modes of
home-making in complex ways. This thesis will concentrate on Northern Ireland as a place of
sanctuary, and more specifically Belfast, as a city which impacts on refugees' and asylumseekers' sense of belonging, or non-belonging.
Forced Migration and the Nation-State

The existential realities for refugees and asylum-seekers in Northern Ireland are part of
modern migration theory. Migration (the movement of people, usually across borders) has
been a hot political topic in Europe since the mid-1980s, and yet migration is certainly
nothing new as people have criss-crossed the globe for centuries for a variety of reasons.
Stalker (2001: 10) states that 'despite scare stories of nations being flooded with
immigrants, only around 150 million people now live outside their country of birth; just
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three per cent of the world's population'20. Stalker classifies migrants into five general
categories: settlers, contract workers, professionals, undocumented workers (a polite term
for illegal immigrants), and refugees and asylum-seekers (ibid: 10-11). European states have
reacted with a series of restrictions, which seems to have heralded the construction of a
'Fortress Europe' (Castles and Miller 2009: 192, Kibreab 1999: 387).
Theories that try to explain international migration at their simplest are often termed
'push and puli'. Poverty essentially causes the push, and labour opportunities in another
country indicate the pull. There is an ambiguous distinction between refugees and asylumseekers as forced migrants who flee their homes to escape persecution or conflict, and those
voluntary migrants who move for economic or other benefits (Castles and Miller 2009: 188).
People seeking asylum were therefore pushed rather than pulled which distinguishes them
from voluntary migrants. In most cases these people left hurriedly and there was little time
to prepare for the separation from loved ones and familiar surroundings. There is
unanimous agreement that for most refugees the circumstances under which they left their
homeland were very stressful, if not traumatic (see Furnham and Bochner 1986: 97-8).
Castles and Miller (2009: 20) use the term migration studies to embrace research on such
factors as the determinants, processes and patterns of migration, in addition to the ways in
which migrants become incorporated into receiving societies, and ultimately, how migration
brings about change in both sending and receiving countries (see for example: Massey et al
1998, Portes and DeWind 2004, Brettel and Hollifield 2007). This thesis situates asylumseekers and refugees in the regional context of Northern Ireland. Kneebone and RawlingsSanaei (2007: 1) suggest that regional approaches to the international refugee protection
system are often advocated to achieve durable solutions for asylum-seekers and refugees.
The complex relationship between migration and forced migration, often referred to as the
asylum-migration nexus (O'Neill 2010: 4, Castles 2007: 25), which causes individuals to flee
their homelands will be examined in this thesis.
Refugee-producing situations are not random events but part of global power structures
that reflect inequality between people and regions and are thus subject to analysis (Sales

20 Annual figures released by the UN refugee agency show that some 43.3 million people were forcibly
displaced worldwide at the end of 2009. This represents the highest figure since the mid-nineties
(http://www.unhcr.org).
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2007: 73, Zolberg et al 1989, Bauman, Z. 2007). National politics tends to be the root cause
for the majority of people who seek asylum in another country, which lends the study of
refugees an entry point into the larger political issues of conflict and conflict resolution. This
thesis looks at some of the reasons why certain individuals decided to leave their home
environment.
Gilsenan (2002: 99) states that, 'forms of violence and conflict are crucial to anthropology
because they tell us much about the way in which groups and persons organise and imagine
themselves, constitute relations of power and hierarchy, and create social identities and
meanings'. Furthermore, Schroeder and Schmidt (2001: 9, see also Riches 1991) note that
'wars are fought from memory, and they are often fought over memory, over the power to
establish one group's view of the past as the legitimate one'. In this thesis, the focus on
specific countries elucidates ways in which violence is 'a form of symbolic action that
conveys cultural meanings, most importantly ideas of legitimacy' (Schroeder and Schmidt
2001: 8).

Entitlement to a codified legal defence that underpins the kind of justice system taken for
granted in the UK is largely a fantasy in countries where asylum-seekers flee from (Arendt
2004: 238). Narratives from refugees emphasise the desire for the incalculable values of
recognition, love, humanity, happiness, voice, power, presence, honour and dignity (Jackson
2005: 43). This also highlights how the social order is deemed to be threatened by
perceptions of others who bravely stand up for values of democracy and social equalities in
their countries of origin. In these instances, the state is seen as the sole legitimate
perpetrator of intimidation and violence more for the benefit of its rulers, than for the
majority of its citizens. Evidently, not all refugees are victims of internationally recognised
wars, displaced en masse to a neighbouring country. The individuals that inform this thesis
have all experienced the trauma of exodus. Subjective narratives 'direct our gaze, our
commitment towards the actual situations in which the world of refugees is created' (Agier
2008: 5).
Nationalism is primarily a political principle whereby a nation state is 'dominated by an
ethnic group whose markers of identity (such as language or religion) are frequently
embedded in its official symbolism and legislation' (Eriksen 2002: 99, see Gellner 2006: 1).
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Evidence is provided from narratives of people who come from a range of countries
throughout this enquiry, which adds substance to this claim. Their voices contribute to a
continuation of the anthropological study of displacement. The aspect of refugee studies of
particular relevance and poignancy to refugees and asylum-seekers revolves around
contemporary debates concerning who belongs within a country's borders. In the national
order of things (Malkki 1995a), the nation-state would appear sacrosanct as shown by the
drive to either integrate or assimilate new citizens into the UK or to remove certain others
completely.
Before an individual becomes known as an asylum-seeker, or a refugee, that person
necessarily came from some concrete place. That place usually means their homeland,
country of origin, and a place where they belonged to some degree. I will investigate some
of the reasons why certain individuals were compelled to leave the familiarity of that home
environment. Subjective narratives inform these journeys into exile in conjunction with
some background information on the geo-political situation in their countries at the time of
exilic flight. This raises the question of place as somehow naturally attached to national
territories. In a globalised world of increased movement and human migration, I will reflect
on some of the ways in which asylum-seekers and refugees reconcile the disparities
between two geographical places. In other words, they decided to become detached from
one territory, albeit under pressing circumstances, with no immediate prospect of return.
Deemed no longer to belong in their homelands, to what extent do they succeed in leaving
their former lives behind in their attempts to settle into a new and alien social
environment? Many of them come from places where their social status was
predetermined, and hence the emotional upheaval of sudden departure and onward
journey that constitutes displacement, followed by an unexpected arrival in Northern
Ireland, points toward a reconfiguration of identity.

Identity
From an anthropological perspective, 'the very concept of "the person" varies from one
culture to another' (Morris 1994, quoted in Mayo 2000: 41). The reconstruction of refugee
and asylum-seekers' lives in the context of the social milieu of Northern Ireland, concurs
with Mayo's implication that, 'the socialisation of human infants into the norms and values
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of particular cultures needs to be seen as involving complex processes. Individuals are multi
dimensional with their own drives and desires, shifting as they interact with different
cultures' systems of social relationships' (2000: 42).
The historical idea of identity as a singular religious, ethnic or national alliance can be
challenged as numerous examples in this thesis show. It could be said that we all possess
multiple identities, and by extension, allegiances. Individual complexity and cultural
diversity is very much to the fore at NICRAS, but becomes partially diluted on the streets of
Belfast where the overwhelming majority of its residents are European. A person's country
or religion neither delineates, nor defines the agency and complexity inherent in the ebb
and flow of the processual nature of identity formation. Nonetheless, the experiences of a
lifetime spent growing up (and acculturated) in Somalia or Sudan for example, cannot
simply be cast aside (Maalouf 2000). A Somali, or a Darfuri, may identify first and foremost
with clan or ethnic group, and then by religion or nationality. After many years spent living
in the UK, the shifting ground of a person's identity will have changed again, but what
exactly has changed? They are differently placed, but their own identity is unique to them as
individuals.
Cooper and Brubaker (2004: 29-61, see Banks 1996: 142-49) suggest that the use and
abuse of the term 'identity' affects not only the language of social analysis, but also,
inseparably, its substance. They argue that the term is too ambiguous if we are to avoid
essentialist and reifying connotations of identity. Theorising identities which are routinely
characterised as multiple, fragmented and fluid may not be suitable qualifiers when
demystifying such a slippery concept. Predominantly, I use the term identity (always without
inverted commas) to highlight ways in which belonging connects with what we have in
common with some people, and what differentiates us from others. Charles Taylor believes
that identity 'designates something like a person's understanding of who they are, of their
fundamental defining characteristics as a human being' (1994, quoted in Hasan 2010: 14).
Many components combine and coalesce in the making of each and every personality,
proving that identity cannot be compartmentalised and divided. 'Identities should therefore
be seen as a concern with "routes” rather than "roots”, as maps for the future rather than
trails from the past'(McCrone 1998: 34, quoted in Eriksen 2002: 174).
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Many of the intersubjective encounters in this thesis were fraught with emotionally laden
narratives (Tonkin 2005, Jackson 1998). It was not an easy task listening to stories of
violence and disjuncture. Williksen (2004: 118) believes that 'for a narrative to be a
“listening experience” there must be some bond between the teller and listener'. In the
process of forming long-term relationships with 'key informants', and by listening to
circumstantial accounts and observations accumulated over time in the field, an
understanding through inference and reflexivity of various comparative encounters is
experienced. In this way, an ethnographic monograph came to be constructed. The telling of
these narratives was spoken by people from different countries who talk about their
emotions in a wide variety of ways which mirrored their interests and concerns. Moreover,
there tends to be a Western-imposed predilection which places greater emphasis on the
individual in contrast to many other societies where 'self is defined as a social being.
Hence, emotion talk belongs to the social or moral order among cultures where there is
greater emphasis upon the collective (Heelas 2007: 31-4).
The triad of memory, imagination and emotion not only impacts on intersubjective
encounters during fieldwork. The thesis focusses on the critical importance of narrating
traumatic memories not only in order to make sense of the past, but also to establish a
sense of continuity in the present and to reconcile the rupture in the lives and selves
(Becker et al 2000: 333, Lamb 2001) of Belfast's refugees and asylum-seekers. Furthermore,
the very narrative of displacement tends to suggest the leaving behind of a previous life
where a refugee's identity was tied to the past, and where integration into a new place
redefines and reconstitutes the notion of identity as fluid and transformative (Sorenson
1997: 147-8). From a largely theoretical perspective, it has been suggested that migrants
(which must include refugees and asylum-seekers) are at home in the story of their lives in
their attempts to settle and adapt into a new social environment and an unfamiliar
landscape (Rapport and Dawson 1998: 10, Sheldrake 2001: 14).
Agency

Philosophers have long been struggling to explain and interpret discourses about human
'will' which in recent decades has been theorised through the use of the term 'agency'
(Peacock 2013: 6). Cell (1998:16) provides a useful definition when he states that,
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'whenever an event is believed to happen because of an "intention” lodged in the person or
thing which initiates the causal sequence, that is an instance of "agency”'. This thesis
explores the expression of agency in the context of refugees and asylum-seekers living in
the UK, and specifically Belfast in Northern Ireland, and their attempts and efforts in striving
to settle into a new social environment. I will examine the notion of agency in order to
illustrate how refugees and asylum-seekers are not merely passive victims of circumstance,
but active agents who are free to think and act independently within certain limitations
(Rapport and Overing 2000). Although social structures help shape who we are, individual
identities have the capacity to change and shift position. Creative and innovative ideas and
solutions are subjectively inculcated and contain within them the possibility to transcend
the dualism between structure and agency. Furthermore, an individual may act over and
above the fluid situation engendered by perceived cultural and structural constraints on the
ground. In the act of becoming an individual with self-respect and self-esteem, normative
social relations are witnessed, observed and absorbed, and yet there remains a necessity to
calculate and balance the constant tension between imagination and current realities.
The struggle to adjust to new surroundings and the attempt to overcome experiences of
loss and alienation are vividly illustrated in this thesis by more than one asylum-seeker in
the process of recreating meaning and establishing social relations in exile. The '"meaning
of agency” in a given context must therefore be seen through the prism of its own cultural
inheritance' (Mahmood, quoted in Peacock 2013: 7-8). A new social identity thus emerges,
and ideally one that is better able to cope in a new environment and context. Agency,
thought about as 'the freedom to act in the world' is a creative process. Nonetheless, the
results are contingent, unpredictable and not always interpreted as successful (Dickson
2013: 44). For example, asylum-seekers and refugees have not necessarily escaped certain
burdens afforded by cultural prescriptions and discriminations. The hybridity inherent in
being neither here nor there is exemplified by many asylum-seekers and refugees in their
attempts at trying to belong. Many of them have escaped the turmoil engulfing their
homelands and are actively seeking some kind of new role, and the chance to start a new
life with new opportunities.
The requirement of doing something in order to make some difference to a state of affairs
and thus transforming the status quo means to act physically. This initially requires thought,
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an idea, and the imagination and inspiration to alter a situation (Latour 2005). Agency
automatically becomes a social event because only through, and with the assistance of
other people, can a situation be changed either positively, or indeed negatively. According
to Cell (1998: 17), "'action'' cannot really be conceptualised in other than social terms'.
Latour (2005: 64) notes that over and above the individual actor, there exists the cause and
effects of his or her actions amidst the asymmetries of society. That is to say that society,
and its associations, are unequal and hierarchical in myriad ways and influence a person's
agency despite their social ties. When considering all members of society, and asylumseekers and refugees in particular, perhaps the difference between the 'authentic' self and
his or her 'social role' (ibid: 46) has become blurred. It is a long and arduous journey, both
physically and cognitively, fleeing the homeland and then trying in all ways possible to be
accepted as a refugee in a distant land. This type of agency is only realised when an
individual responds with autonomy to the constraints dominated by modes of power. The
role of social networks is a crucial factor in determining the type of agency afforded to
asylum-seekers and refugees once they arrive and begin to negotiate new paths in an
unfamiliar environment (Khoser 2009: 43-54). Attachments to social networks initiate actors
to act in certain ways, and hence this thesis shows ways in which individuals that constitute
minority status in Northern Ireland are part of a dynamic process of an ever-changing
society.
Connotations associated with 'being defined as a refugee has deeply ambivalent meanings
for refugees and their sense of self (Sales 2007: 82). Moreover, trauma and social exclusion
in relation to notions of belonging, displacement and emplacement (Jansen and Lofving
2009: 12-17) are recognised in this thesis as representing broader themes relating to an
integral part of refugee and asylum-seeker's modes of agency (Turton 2005: 276). The
struggle to make a place home in the world is consistently emphasised by many refugees
and asylum-seekers as social agents coming to terms with a new way of life (Parkin 1999:
309). A socially and economically fulfilling life is the end goal, the means to earn a living, and
to strategically emplace themselves with regard to localised opportunities (Kibreab 1999:
385). Of course receiving formally recognised refugee status necessarily leads to a higher
degree of agency in comparison to the person who is in the process of having his or her
asylum application accepted by the Home Office (Castles 2007: 25-40, Ghanea 2007: 111-
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128). In this way, they attempt to make life meaningful, to rebuild their confidence in their
own abilities, and to predict, plan and find a measure of ontological security (Stepputat
2009: 174).
The creative agency displayed within the structures of their new host country is further
evinced by the personal characteristics of the individual. Food is seen as an important and
prime example of adapting to a new socio-cultural reality but which does not necessarily
cause a rejection of the original culture. Where individual and cultural continuity is valued,
displacement and a concurrent lack of social capital can possibly be ameliorated by the
social interaction inherent in the performance of commensality. Furthermore, this thesis
also explores how acts of commensality accentuate the sense of fragmentation and
discontinuity caused by displacement. Petridou (2001: 89-90) states that 'the expression in
the foods from home is used in this process to provide a sense of stability, as well as a sense
of belonging through the experience of taste'. In this manner, refugees gradually
reconstruct and reinvent their individual identities by adding new layers of meaning in their
own lives, and in the process contribute to social changes taking place at a local level (see
Mintz 1996, Goddard 1996, Law 2001, Sutton 2001). Through the performance of
commensality, displacement can be seen to lead to forms of emplacement for refugees and
asylum-seekers (some conceptual meanings of emplacement are elucidated by Jansen and
Lofving 2009: 12-13,157, cf. Turton 2005: 278).
The realities of the social contexts in which refugees and asylum-seekers in Northern
Ireland find themselves take on new meanings where any hopes, dreams and fantasies of
the imagination meet with disappointment or optimism. According to Ortner (1984: 149),
the study of practice refers to the study of all forms of human action, but from a particular
(political) angle. Furthermore, refugees who have attained residency status, strategize and
organise themselves with a view to succeeding in their new environment. To this end, they
seek to maximise their new-found status in the 'job market'. The global system has affected
refugees' agency in their countries of origin, and yet cultural and economic continuities of
identity may be re-articulated after flight and enabled to re-form in a new society (Parkin
1999: 311, Ortner 1984: 148).
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Forced migrants who were obliged to flee their homelands with very few material
possessions are further disadvantaged in the labour market when converting professional
qualifications gained elsewhere. The transitory nature of their lives therefore calls upon
coping strategies to move beyond the unintended constraints which may interfere with the
ability to attain urgent goals and aims. One such aim often involves sending remittances
back to the country of origin, possibly in order to reassert their identification with their
place of origin, as well as a re-affirmation of positive cultural traits. Remittances are seen to
represent more than money, and are inescapably transnational. The practice of sending
sums of money to kin in the homeland becomes part of livelihood strategies that reflect the
global system and its local-global connections. Moreover, the ability to help family and
friends is tied with cultural expectations and obligations that can impact both negatively, or
positively, and hence undermine or improve emotional feelings in the present (Tilbury 2007,
Lindley 2010: 8, 13).
In a context where to be human is associated with the ability to be a free agent, it is also
therefore associated with the ability to dissimulate (Kelly 2012: 764). Sympathy, as well as
suspicion toward asylum-seekers in the UK and Ireland, avers that racist and xenophobic
attitudes pressurise them to conceal their true identity as a defensive mechanism in
response to indignant questions concerning their presence on the streets of Belfast. The
goal of securing free movement within the EU for its citizens does not appear to extend to
certain others who are problematized as a potential threat to the security and maintenance
of its orderliness (Weissensteiner 2009, Declaration of Human Rights see p.185, n.56 this
thesis). Modern nation states have been increasingly vigilant about regulations, residence,
identity and movement between borders (Gibney 2009: 57-75).
The importance of credibility cannot be underestimated in any analysis concerning the
agency of asylum-seekers. Credibility findings 'go to the heart' of asylum applicants (Good
2009, Gibb and Good 2013). If their testimonies are considered untrustworthy, or simply
misunderstood, by the Home Office and judiciary, this lack of belief impacts directly on an
asylum-seeker both in a legal context as well as affecting their self-esteem (Griffiths 2012).
After all, their very liberty may depend on the short time spent being interviewed and
judged in a court of law (White 2012). Asylum-seeker agency is further curtailed and limited
because they are forbidden to work or pursue an education. Furthermore, their movement
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is restricted by the proviso of asylum regulations that limit the amount of time they are
permitted to spend in another location (Whyte 2011).
As Eriksen (2002: 174) states, 'identity is elastic and negotiable, but not infinitely flexible'.
Tilbury (2007: 446) provides this example: 'A Somali man says that not having one's family
and friends close by leads not only to concerns about their whereabouts but also a sense of
loss and lack of support so great that it is like being "a bird without wings'”. If individual
agency is permitted to grow and flourish, acceptance of a multi-dimensional identity
enables a refugee with vision and determination to lay the foundations of feelings of
empowerment and to maximise their new surroundings in a positive manner (Crapanzano
2004, Rapport 2010). In many ways this thesis expounds on the Barthian (1969) theme
whereby identities are not necessarily essential and fixed, but prove to be situational. The
complexity of individuality from a cross-cultural perspective is further highlighted where
interdependence and communality become prescient topics in relation to the policy of
multicuituralism which affect the UK and beyond.
Inclusion and Multicuituralism
The Northern Ireland peace process continues to operate as a community based programme
which aims to create the space towards a wider personal articulation of identification. The
focus is on improved societal participation whereby each and every person who is
constitutive of membership within local society is allowed to be 'who they are'. The 1998
Agreement placed particular emphasis on the need to promote and respect cultural
diversity. Despite the ongoing difficulties in the peace process, the development of legal
frameworks and policy objectives which support equality and opportunity have enabled
broader debates surrounding multicuituralism (McDermott 2011: 51-79). I will assess some
of the rhetoric, meanings and practices of multicuituralism in this thesis (Hassan 2009,
Phillips 2007, Daniel 2002, Kaegaard 2011, Castles 2011, Rattansi 2011). This takes into
account the unique cultural and political situation in Northern Ireland and how refugees and
asylum-seekers see themselves as belonging to a 'national community'. Contemporary
discourses point toward a backlash against multicuituralism in the UK and elsewhere with a
changing emphasis toward social cohesion and interculturalism (Holtug 2010).
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The problems of defining precisely what the concept of community means are highlighted
by the composition of Belfast's refugees and asylum-seekers. V. Daniel perhaps best
categorises a community of refugees as paradigmatic of a community in motion. He states
that, 'such a community expands and contracts, concentrates and dissipates, adjusts and
adapts, all the while redefining itself dernographically and culturally' (2002: 280). I will
emphasise that community in terms of shared geography or location in the mould of
multiculturalism tends to be superseded in practice by a community, or communities, of
shared interests in the context of refugees who live in Belfast. In A. P. Cohen's words 'they
have something in common with each other but are distinguished in significant ways from
members of other putative groups' (1985: 12, cf. Amit and Rapport 2002, Mayo 2000, Cohen
1992, Rapport and Overing 2000, Anderson 1991). I noted in the introduction (p. 6) the
difficulties inherent with the term 'community' (see for example Poole 2006: 14-41).
However, four qualities are representative of Belfast's refugees and asylum-seekers:
smallness of social scale, homogeneity of activities and states of mind of members, selfsufficiency across a broad range of needs and through time, and a consciousness of
distinctiveness (Redfield 1960: 4, quoted in Rapport and Overing 2000: 60). Individual
members interact within three separate groups. Firstly through their affiliation with NICRAS,
secondly with the local settled inhabitants, and third as members of their own
ethnic/cultural groups wherever possible. The situational nature of competing, and
complimentary relations between the aforementioned groups of people, is considered in
this investigation.
There are tensions and complexities inherent in the terms and concepts of
multiculturalism, community and interculturalism. This is highlighted when in dialectic with
the practices of agency and cultural identity re/construction of refugees and asylum-seekers
in the urban milieu of Belfast. It could be said that in a Northern Ireland context, the overall
society becomes a form of cooperation among communities (Baumann 1999, Grille 1998).
For example, as Uslander perspicaciously states, 'diversity is not the culprit in low or
declining social cohesion, residential segregation, not diversity, leads to lower levels of trust'
(2011: 216). Furthermore, the diversity of individual social networks will increase the
likelihood of a balanced integration into local society. Nonetheless, as Eriksen notes, 'it is a
universal fact that not everybody can take part in a given community. All categorisations of
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group membership must have boundaries; they depend on others in order to make sense'
(2002: 174).
The debate is extended from a local perspective to more general concerns in this thesis.
The issue of the essentialisation of the nation-state is once again prominent as it provides
the primary context for citizenship today. The dialectic between globalisation and
multiculturalism impacts in various ways on the definition and qualification of citizenship
(Bellamy 2008, Ang 2010). Who will be granted Leave to Remain as a resident and
potentially a citizen is a crucial issue for refugees and asylum-seekers who seek sanctuary,
and a way to become members of a different state (Laegaard 2010). Citizenship can be
defined as a 'set of practices (juridical, political, economic and cultural) that define a person
as a component member of society' (Turner 1993: 2, quoted in Nic Craith 2004: 289).
However, populist notions of an inclusive European citizenship do not take account of
asylum-seekers who struggle to assert their human rights (Ghanea 2007, Verstraete 2003).
Modes of displacement, reintegration into a new society, social cohesion and human rights,
are all seen to play an increasingly integral role in the cultural identity politics of Northern
Ireland.
Home and Belonging
If identity is not to be dispersed and fragmented, the house, the apartment, and the hostel
are dwelling places which a person can utilise as a base for keeping personal items, and
from where the refugee or asylum-seeker can cook a meal and provide hospitality to
friends, and as a place to sleep and recuperate. Furthermore, it is used as a physical
structure with an address, where individual identity is recognised by neighbours, friends,
relatives, as well as by the authorities. The home is more than just a shelter, for if an entire
past comes to dwell in a house, the imagination plays a role in constructing that space
ideally as a place of security and safety in the present (Sheldrake 2001: 14-15, Parkin 1999,
Bachelard 1994: 5). Philip Sheldrake's analysis is particularly useful when he suggests that
although place is a human construct, the physical landscape of childhood, or to adopted
landscapes later in life, become significant because of events and associations. Therefore,
'we build a sense of belonging in the world based on the meanings we give our environment
by moving through and engaging with it' (Leach 2002: 286, quoted in May 2011: 371). Place
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is nonetheless always contested rather an accepted reality and engagement with place is
very much a processual and political issue in the context of Belfast. In this way, there exists
interplay between physical geographies and the mind and spirit. In other words, the
friendships, social networks and the success or otherwise of all other social interaction
within the locality, forms the basis of a connection to place as a semblance of home.
Belonging is thus shown to be a dynamic and complex process and involves and directs
people as active participants in society. One refugee from Sudan decorated his own home
and used public space to express his right to participate in decision-making at a local level in
order to achieve a sense of belonging. Alison James (1998) writes about ideologies of home
and family as the modern domestic ideal. However, the lives of refugees and asylum-seekers
challenge this concept. Ties of blood, marriage and ancestry link us to a collective past and
future, but these ties are not fixed and immutable. Rapport and Dawson (1998) contend
that lives are lived in movement and that identity is formed on the move. This is an
appealing theory in relation to asylum-seekers and refugees whose lives reflect the
uncertainty and apprehension, and the transitory nature of forced migration. Personal
narratives in this thesis emphasise how stories and experiences that are expressed and
exchanged by refugees and asylum-seekers in Northern Ireland regularly feature anecdotes
of travel and movement, uprooting and displacement, in their strategies of finding a place in
which to settle (see May 2011: 367, 369).
For Daniel (2002: 283), 'home in the case of displacement connotes something physical,
whereas in the case of decentring it connotes something psychological, moral, and even
spiritual'. My enquiry builds on ideas of space, place and home and demonstrates that it is
not a reified and bounded entity but rather a product of social activity that is processual and
mutable. Displacement and loss of home appears then to be less about space, and more
about the political will to find a new one (Turton 2005). Processes of globalisation, economic
and forced migration, feed into discourses of a stable environment in which to conduct a
socially and economically fulfilling life. Refugee studies from an anthropological perspective
are empirical issues to be investigated because practices of identification that are related
(or not related) to territory vary in context as well as from place to place. Compare for
example the sedentarist nature of the refugee camp with the mobile transience of an
individual seeking asylum in a safe country. Place and place-making can be termed
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emplacement where subjective experience and perspective invests those localities with
significance (Jansen and Lofving 2009, Kibreab 1999, Ahmed et al 2003).
This thesis builds on untangling whether home for the migrant in exile, and more
specifically, the refugee and asylum-seeker, can hardly be more than a circumstantial place,
since the 'original' home cannot be recaptured, nor can its presence/absence be entirely
banished in the 'remade' home (Minh-ha 1994: 16). In other words, to what extent do they
feel they have found a new place in which to belong? James for example, states that
'"home" is thus both a conceptual and a physical space. It is an idea that guides our actions
and, at the same time, a spatial context where identities are worked on' (1998: 144).
Northern Ireland as a Place of Sanctuary?
Irrespective of whether the issue of human rights is experienced differently in different
cultures and contexts, the advocacy work achieved by NGOs such as NICRAS and the local
Red Cross on the ground in Belfast, embodies the meaning of compassion and humanity.
The majority of refugees and asylum-seekers have suffered human rights violations.
However, they are neither passive nor objectified victims as portrayed to a certain extent by
western and Eurocentric discourses on human rights (see for example Wilson 1994: 1-24,
Turner 2000: 113-122). Their current social situation allied to the political reality may inhibit
agency, but they do possess the material and intellectual capacity to improve their lives
(Jackson 2005: 159-180, Schirmer 1997). The existential need to assert their own humanity
is shown to be more important than notions of human rights. Article 1 of the United Nations
Declaration on Human Rights (1948), states that 'all humans are born free and equal in
dignity and rights...' (Kaneff 2013: 9). For asylum-seekers the idea of what is due to human
beings often involves a question of being recognised by the authorities and the public at
large, to be taken seriously and not to be marginalised by local society (Josephides 2003).
My enquiry will highlight some of the ways in which asylum-seekers in particular seek to
control their own destinies. This proves to be a case of respecting their humanity and not
subverting their rights to an abstraction, and to be able to hear their voices in unison with
those who represent their interests within the host community. When people do not feel as
though they belong within their own homes, precisely what people need in order to feel as
though they belong somewhere appears to be dependent on a host of factors. Mathew
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Gibney (2004) uses the terms partialism and impartialism to investigate the moral
barometer of admissions policy when a nation (and its citizens) decides whether refugees
should be welcomed to reside within its borders. The section on deservingness (Squire 2009,
Herzfeld 1992, Howe 1998) considers these implications in the context of Northern Ireland,
and more specifically Belfast, in order to evaluate and reflect on some of the ways in which
refugees and asylum-seekers experience and interact with one another, as well as local
inhabitants.
I draw on A.P. Cohen's (1985) work in order to focus attention on the complexities
inherent in the use of language. He emphasises the fact that it is hard to distinguish
between the myriad meanings found within the concepts of community and identity and
the importance of the role played by an individual's mother tongue (cf. Barth 1969, Banks
1996).The sections of this thesis which focus specifically on the challenges faced by refugees
and asylum-seekers in a place such as Northern Ireland, provide narrative examples and
analysis where they seek to make sense of a social environment that possesses its own
idioms and accents of speech. For Minh-ha (1994), home and language tend to be
associated with an illusory secure and fixed place. For many individuals who have arrived in
Northern Ireland in search of a place of sanctuary, the notion of sharing a similar language
with fellow refugees may not signify security and bonhomie, but may instead serve as a
reminder of the reasons why they left their homelands in the first place. This type of
construction of boundary markers has been explicitly acute for asylum-seekers from the
Darfur region of Sudan, where the political symbolism of language has been used to
differentiate who belongs and who is purportedly welcome in the cultural mosaic of the
nation-state. The countries which constitute the European Union appear to have become
increasingly conscious of the outsider, or foreigner in their midst. The hierarchical ordering
of groups in society creates an attitude of 'us' and 'them' which is further investigated in
this enquiry (Eriksen 1993, Sarup 1994).
A further look (see also Chapter 2, p.33-4) at some statistics serves to illustrate the
categorisation of specific groups in society. O'Neill (2010) refers to the mainstream media
and their role in the politics of representation of refugees and asylum-seekers. Alternative
voices to the dominant media message of asylum-seekers as minatory, the outsider, and the
Other, serve as an important counterpoint in challenging hostile narratives of exclusion. At
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the same time, perceptions of the Other can be manipulated to reconfirm a sense of
national identity, although this notion is more nuanced and complex in contemporary
Northern Ireland. I analyse in more detail the power dialectic that exists between the
realities of life as an asylum-seeker, and the various bodies that enact the legal regulations
as codified in the relevant government immigration and asylum policy. The surveillance,
continuous registration (or signing), the perpetual assessment and classification, contributes
toward a body of knowledge that is assembled on all new entrants who wish to remain in
the country of arrival (Foucault 1997, Lukes 2005, Agier 2008, Squire 2009).

Destitution and Non-Belonging?
This thesis is an investigation into concepts of home from the perspective of refugees and
asylum-seekers. Thus far, I have alluded to some of the ideals represented by the idea of
home. For example, the nation-state, classifications of identity and community have all
contributed to the viability of home as an analytical construct. Home in the traditional
sense, in terms of belonging, native soil, and consociation with friends and family is what
asylum-seekers and refugees have been forced to leave behind. A return to that place of
origin, both cognitively and somatically, has become a distant and emotionally complex
reality in the lives of forced migrants who are now in the process of seeking a new place to
call home, even if temporarily. The routine and structure which encompass modalities of
being at home in a familiar physical and social environment have been ruptured, and hence
the basis for developing and maintaining personal identities has reached a transitory point
of disjuncture (Rapport and Dawson 1998, Hobsbawm 1991).
I describe some of the survival strategies employed by a number of asylum-seekers in
these straitened circumstances. These strategies highlight why they are not powerless
victims, but instead are seen to be fully functioning human beings in the process of adapting
to their existential realities in Northern Ireland (Weissensteiner 2009). Nonetheless, when
an asylum claim has been rejected by the Home Office at the appeal stage, the possibility of
destitution becomes a distinct reality. In a sense they are not allowed to feel as though they
belongto their new society, and hence remain 'liminals', outsiders denied full incorporation
in a place they sought sanctuary and protection. In such a 'liminal' space, individual agency
is curtailed (Turner 1969, de Genova 2002, Korac 2009, Sales 2007). Empirical insights
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gained during fieldwork, alongside ethnographic narrative accounts elucidate some of the
harsh challenges experienced by asylum-seekers in Belfast, when forced to exist on the
margins of society. In this situation, narratives told to the listener incorporate stories and
anecdotes of past lives. These often include memories by which they seek creatively to
refashion themselves and then present them as acts of resistance against negative
representations by certain others in the dominant society. Furthermore, historical events
connected to the teller's past are bound up not only with the tensions of the present, but
also in regard to the fears, hopes and dreams of the future (Lamb 2001, Tirman 2001,
Jarman 1999).
Any sense of reconciling the consequences of displacement is dependent upon the act of
memory. In the social milieu of Belfast, the local Red Cross agency is active in intervening
and supporting all refugees and asylum-seekers that are in need of assistance, but also
practically demonstrating that they have not been abandoned by the host country in their
time of dire need. Refugees and asylum-seekers are shown to be exemplars of a world with
increasing numbers of migrants and who contribute toward a more recent ethnographic
narrative trend in which 'culture and society are regarded as the ever-changing outcome of
practice rather than a pre-existing structure' (Sorenson 1997: 146, see Sarup 1994, Agier
2008). The humiliation (O'Neill 2010), loss of dignity and/or respect brought about by
destitution, represents one side of the calculus between belonging on the one hand, and the
constant effort to stave off the negative effects of non-belonging amongst the host
population of Northern Ireland.
In 1951 the UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) was established. At
this point refugees began to appear more clearly as an international social or humanitarian
problem, rather than primarily a military one. The United Nations Declaration of Human
Rights was adopted in 1948, as was the Genocide Convention. Refugee Law is an inseparable
part of the code of Human Rights. Article 14.1 of the Declaration states:
The term 'refugee' shall apply to any person who.... owing to well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group
or political opinion, is outside the country of his or her nationality and is unable or, owing to
such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such
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events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it (quoted in Malkki 1995:
500-1).
The following substantive ethnographic chapter begins by focussing on some of the
reasons that compelled specific individuals to leave their countries of origin, and in the
process become asylum-seekers in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern
Ireland.
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CHAPTER 4
FORCED TO FLEE: REFUGEES AND THE NATION-STATE

Introduction
The life narratives of refugees and asylum-seekers that are introduced in this chapter are
voiced by individuals from six different countries. In this manner, anthropologists try to elicit
the images and memories of those who do not have a public voice. In agreement with
Gilseman (2002: 109), 'such accounts may be less carefully organised than more official
versions, but in many ways they are richer and more fragmentary. The ambiguities,
ambivalence, and even incoherence these voices express or hint at can only be understood
after deep attentiveness to people frequently ignored'. A brief background to each region
sets the scene for the causes of their flight into exile. The specificity of these narratives will
always be subjective and unique to the increasing numbers of people who are compelled to
flee their places of origin. Following from this, the nation-state as home is called into
question when a person deems it necessary to escape from its boundaries.
The first part of the chapter touches on life in a refugee camp in order to compare and
contrast that social structure with an individual who seeks asylum. When refugees arrive in
a camp organised by the UNHCR and other aid organisations, they experience new
challenges that are very different for an individual or small family unit, who have decided to
risk a flight into exile without any official support structures. Forced migration has become a
major factor in global politics, 'yet the reality is that the overwhelming majority of refugees
remain in poor countries in Africa, Asia, the Middle East and Latin America' (Castles 2009:
188). Many of my informants came from the Darfur region in the west of Sudan. The second
part of Chapter 4 therefore, focuses on their circumstances and the reasons why they left
that part of the world in the hope of finding a better life elsewhere. The chapter then moves
away from Sudan in order to further explore ways in which any comfortable notions of
home which may exist within the borders of their own nation-states have become ruptured
by political violence and intimidation. In the course of my fieldwork I came across a number
of individuals who came to Belfast from Somalia and Zimbabwe. By the time I met them,
their identities had already undergone a sea-change in relation to any legal recognition as
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nationals of a specific country, as they are now officially termed asylum-seekers and
refugees. This chapter examines how such traumatic events unsettle certain individual's
modes of emplacement, and begins to show how these experiences impact on a sense of
belonging as they begin to adjust to a new way of life in Northern Ireland.
The young east African man who I met in Belfast tells his story of exile from his own
perspective. He describes the conditions that he left behind in his former home
environment that would appear to be far removed from any tourist idyll. In order to
elucidate reasons why such young and well educated people decide to leave their homeland
clandestinely, this chapter looks at the narratives of two Iranian families who decided that
life had become intolerable under the current regime. Eritrea is the final country to come
under the spotlight in Chapter 4. A father and his three young children, along with his
pregnant wife, were desperate enough to try their luck on a long and risky journey into exile
which culminated in their safe arrival in Belfast.
If an individual is forced to flee their own country, and before the seeds of hope and
excitement can germinate, there needs to be some form of forward planning, but one which
must include the fact of travelling with very few material possessions. Unlike the refugee
camp, where the experience is social and communal, this mode of 'escape' is often a solitary
affair. Though reliant on financial assistance and influence from others, asylum-seekers have
made their own choices. To this end, family and friends, but also people smugglers are
involved before the actual flight begins (Stalker 2001: 52). Parkin (1999: 305) enquires
whether people's capacity to think and even prepare minimally for rapid departure and
movement to a new place, challenges received ideas concerning the inviolability of home
areas. Decisions have to be made about where to go, what to take, and what to leave
behind as they are confronted with the necessity of leaving home.
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Refugee Camps and the Lone Refugee
I learned that courage was not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is
not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear.
Nelson Mandela
Malkki (1995a) argues that the modern system of nation-states is now regarded as a
national order of things in many dimensions of human lives. For example, it is the national
order which has created the country of asylum where the refugee and asylum-seeker
currently live. It is in this context that Van Gennep's rites of passage (Malkki 1995: 6, see
also Chapter 9) are of relevance. The rites of passage are loosely composed of three phases:
separation from place of origin, transition en route to new place, and incorporation into the
new environment. All foreigners who arrive at the borders of the United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Northern Ireland will need to be in possession of a valid passport in order to gain
unhindered entry. In this respect, the asylum-seeker represents subversion, an
'abomination' as 'matter out of place' (Douglas 1966) when set against the categorical
quality of the national order of things.
Millions of refugees across the world live in refugee camps (organised by UNHCR and
other NGOs) where the inhabitants (inmates21) are corralled, and not permitted to mingle
with the host society. In Dagahaley, in the remote north-eastern province of Kenya, where
three neighbouring settlements make up the world's largest refugee complex, known as
Dadaab, there are more than 290,000 people in a 50sq km space and mostly consisting of
Muslim Somalis (see Agier 2005: 25-28). The social differentiation and hierarchies which
continue to prevail in the homeland, continue to persist in the camp. Here, the politics of
ethnic identity is experienced as one solution to survival, and yet several Somali clans have
come together and live as good neighbours (Agier 2005: 57, 92).The generic refugee camp is
a sprawling area consisting of inordinate numbers of people who have usually fled from a
specific conflict and/or humanitarian disaster. The individual, or small family group, who
have all ended up in Northern Ireland are displaced people far removed from the popular
imagination of the dust blown, and plastic sheet tent cities witnessed on the television

21 Some of the situations of powerlessness into which refugees have been placed are tantamount to their
becoming 'inmates' in a 'total institution' (Parkin 1999: 308).
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screen, and yet they share the same liminal quality until they feel emplaced in their new
environment.
As Malkki states (1995a: 513), 'the word "refugees" evokes not just any persons who
happen to have sought sanctuary or asylum but rather, a "kind" of person'. Bibi, a
Sudanese man in his thirties, explained to me how in the south of Ireland, groups of asylumseekers are kept in one large accommodation centre. He expressed his relative good fortune
to me:
I cannot cook for friends like that and I have no freedom. It is much better here (in Belfast),
where we can visit each other's homes and can cook food for each other.
Despite this improvement in their daily lives, asylum-seekers in Belfast are marginalised
from the host society, and furthermore, in as much as they have come to this country alone,
they are not representative of any reified notion of society or culture. According to Agier
(2005:57), 'they are fragments of societies whose common reference point is an imposed
lack of community or place, and hence, a form of "homelessness"'. This thesis seeks to
establish the veracity of that statement, and yet, as Minh-ha states (1994: 15): 'The
profound respect for others starts with respect for oneself, as every individual carries the
society within her'. It could be said therefore, that despite each individual's personal
characteristics, cultural traits are maintained, remembered, and associated with former
social relations from their distant home lands.
Abe, a refugee from western Sudan, illustrated this point to me when he gave me an idea
of how a person's identity is in many ways transformed by forced displacement (see
following chapter). Moving from being a member of Massalit culture, and with a defined
place in that society, he has acquired a new identity imposed under constraint, following the
chaos that ensued after a violent attack on his village in Sudan. Home as an experience of
safety and familiarity had been violently and permanently ruptured. He was only sixteen
years old when I first met him at an English language class in NICRAS. He comes from the
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Geneina area of West Darfur22, where his original home town abutted the border with Chad.
I asked him how he learned to speak English. He replied:
No, I didn't go to school. There's only school in the city (Geneina), or the big towns. No buses
or trains, and is too far to walk. The ground is too soft for bicycle, only can go with horse or
donkey. Only people with family or money for somewhere to stay can go to school. In 2004
(when Abe was 10 years old) everybody leave my village, it's very close with the border, and
go to Chad. They run away. Children of six years run in all directions (literally, running for
their lives, following a Janjawiid attack23). My parents, two brothers, and a sister, I have not
seen since. Red Cross try and help, but many refugee camps in Chad.24

He was briefly protected by a family friend, worked as an apprentice in Libya, and then,
unable to return home, managed to arrange for a ship to take him away from the continent.
Andy, another refugee from western Sudan, elucidates another form of the refugee camp,
namely that of the internally displaced person, or IDP. I would often show my friends from
the region an A4 sized laminated map of Darfur which I tended to carry with me. On one
occasion, we were engaged in amiable conversation at NICRAS, when he pointed out his
home town in North Darfur (Malit) as we pored over the detailed map. He became
animated each time I mentioned a familiar place name on the map, and the cluster of blue
triangles (signifying IDP's) surrounding Geneina appeared as metonyms of displacement and
upheaval.
In December 2003, after Khartoum had declared a state of emergency throughout Darfur,
hundreds of thousands of displaced people had congregated in makeshift camps (Flint and
de Waal 2008: 169). Andy even tried hard to locate the exact village that he came from. He
explained that his family were currently living in a particular IDP camp which was marked on
the map. He told me (with a wry smile): 'I cannot go back home. It's difficult'. I established
with Andy that his village had been razed to the ground, and that there was in fact no home
to return to. He told me how his mother had advised him to go and see his uncle who

By early 2004, as many as 1,200,000 people were internally displaced inside Darfur (Flint and de Waal 2008:
169).
23 'In its war against rebel groups, the army had teamed up with Arab tribesmen: rather than looking for rebels
these militias simply lay waste: shooting down whoever crossed their path, torching homes, and looting. These
raiders were given a popular name derived from an old western Sudanese epithet for bandits: Janjawiid, or
“devils on horseback'" (Jok 2007:123).
24 By early 2004, the refugee population in Chad had mushroomed to 120,000 (Jok 2007:127).
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arranged the 3,000 US dollar payment which secured his passage. Andy took a bus to Port
Sudan which would appear to be an increasingly well-trodden route that is used by 'fixers',
or 'people smugglers', who are paid to assist individuals to migrate clandestinely (see map.
Appendix Two, and Chapter 2). From there, he managed to board a ship bound for Europe.
Andy's anecdotal evidence is representative of the refugee who must henceforth act alone.
From the above accounts, people in Abe and Andy's situation could be deemed externally
displaced persons. Abe told me that he had not had contact with members of his family
since their abrupt departure many years previously. Andy on the other hand, was aware of
the whereabouts of some of his own family but he too had arrived in Northern Ireland as a
lone refugee.

Fig. 1 Map of Darfur
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In the beginning, the refugee's loss is based on the loss of a geographical place in which to
call home. The journalist Will Storr (Independent Magazine: August 2010) reported on his
relief when he departed from Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya. He commented that: 'I'm
moving, making progress, experiencing change. I'm suddenly in a state dreamed of by
millions of displaced people on every continent. I'm unstuck'. This chapter follows some of
those 'unstuck' people as they manage to leave their home areas in a quest for a better life
elsewhere, or at least as defined and imagined by the individual.

Displacement and the Nation-State as Home
Morris, Adel, Moali and Eddie
Refugees are the products of modernity. Their plight became acute when the processes of
modernity became globalised, when the political system of nation-states first became
extended over the whole globe and efforts were made to sort the varied nations of the
world into political states (Adelman 1999: 83, quoted in O' Neill 2010: 29)
The geopolitical problems which abound in Africa today were largely bequeathed in the
1960s as European imperialism came to an end. Around one hundred and twenty years ago,
Africa had no nation-states, and the boundaries and borders that did exist were of a far
more porous nature than the arbitrary and inflexible colonial variety (Dowden 2009: 7). As
noted in Chapter 3, the concept of home may connote a wide range of meanings, not only
from anthropological and cross-cultural perspectives, but more broadly as imagined by
sanctuary when this sentiment is turned upside down by violent attack and intimidation. For
many families in Africa, for example, villagers are unable to return home (Jok 2007: 144). Jok
writes specifically about Sudan and it was my friend Morris, a young man who also comes
from Darfur, who said to me: 'The President of Chad (a fellow Zaghawa), originally is from
the capital city Al Fasher (North Darfur), and that his sister lives there now'. There is an
overt affinity between some of the people of eastern Chad and Darfur who share a long
border; this gives emphasis to the arbitrary nature of the old colonial boundary in this vast
geographical area.
Africa was, and to a large extent still is a continent of clans and ethnic groupings where
community and societal bonds are paramount. 'Colonial European logic played havoc with
that delicate web of relationships' (Prunier 2007: xxiv), and Europe is a place still in the
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process of dealing with these consequences. It is the social impact of contemporary Africa
with its extreme levels of poverty and corruption that precipitates the injustices which
compel so many individuals to seek asylum in Europe. Bauman (2007: 83) remarks that, 'the
task of finding local solutions to globally conceived troubles and quandaries is a causation of
the devastation of livelihoods and the consequent uprooting of long settled populations'. As
alluded to previously, Malkki (1995a: 516, see Squire 2009: 10-12), also notes how 'refugees
are a creation of the twentieth century state and from where displacement serves as a lens
through which to examine the supposedly normal condition of being attached to a
territorialised polity and an identifiable people'. Refugees and asylum-seekers are
representative of the multitude of ethnic groups who now reside, or seek to live in a range
of Western democratic countries.
For Gellner (2006: 1), nationalism is primarily a political principle, which holds that the
political and national unit should be congruent. According to most nationalist principles, the
political organisation should be ethnic in character in that it represents the interests of a
particular ethnic group (Eriksen 2002: 99). The problem for Sudan is the enduring fissure
between two distinct cultural groups. Non-Arab African peoples in this context lack the
'cathection of emotion' (Handelman 2007: 122) which binds the nation-state together as an
imagined community. If home is a word we use for accumulating a fund of personal stories
and events that become synonymous with the places where they occur (Jackson 1998: 175),
then the violent destruction of that location is causal to its rupture. The notion that the
nation-state attracts political legitimacy by convincing the popular masses that it really does
represent them as a cultural unit (Eriksen 2002: 100) is dispelled by the narrative accounts
below. For example, the protracted conflicts in South Sudan (which gained full
independence in July 2011) and Darfur, have threatened national unity and the latter 'has
become the face of the Sudanese crisis of national identity' (Jok 2009: 155).
I spoke with my friend Adel, a well-established refugee in the UK, about his homeland of
Kordofan, whose people have a similar culture to the neighbouring Darfuris, and which lies
in the contentious border area of North, and the seceding new nation-state of South Sudan.
He explained to me that he was raised in Khartoum, but the Kordofan area is important to
his family who are pastoral nomads, and who have traditionally travelled all around this
region without the hindrance of a border. Family members had told him how the area, and
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Sudan in general, is now changing rapidly. There is an economic improvement (massive oil
reserves are being discovered (see for example Jok 2009: 15-16)) resulting in a marked
increase of migrants from Egypt, Eritrea, and the Gulf States. We spoke about the political
situation in Sudan; he told me that he was Masseriya, a member of an ethnic group
currently caught up in the violent dispute of this new border area which now divides the
North from the South25.
This sense of transnational belonging was reiterated to me by Moali, a refugee from
Fasher, the capital city of Darfur. He told me: 'I go to the central library in Belfast and read
Sudan newspapers on the internet in Arabic'. In reply to my question about freedom of the
press and news from Darfur, he told me: 'They are government newspapers and so speak
about no problems in Darfur. But this is not real'. His Darfuri friend said: 'Khartoum
government make life very big problem'. The Sudanese that I met were all acutely aware of
the political situation in their country.
For these refugees, survival strategies meant current meanings and memories coalesced
in interpreting these events in their lives that connected past, present, and anticipated
future (Becker at al 2000: 321). They may have become uprooted and removed from a
national community but this does not automatically signify a loss of identity, traditions and
culture (Malkki 1995: 509), as their abrupt departure left no time for this to occur.
Traditions and culture will always remain implanted in the homeland, but the refugee, as a
human being, appears obliged only to attach him or herself to one predominant label of
identity, namely that of country of origin (see Chapter 7). That label, which denotes a
person's nationality, is endorsed by the legal system of a nation-state that claims, and
maintains, territorial monopoly only with coercive force (Baumann 1999:30).
One day, I met my friend Morris in the NICRAS reception area. There were five other
Darfuris present who were all chatting amicably together, and who were all comfortable in
my presence and aware of my role as a researcher. They usually communicate together in
Sudanese Arabic unless they come from the same ethnic group. Morris told me: 'My family

In April 2011 al-Bashir stated that he would not recognise the independence of South Sudan if its
government continued to claim the Abyei region. The two sides clashed over the region in May which resulted
in its seizure by the north. On 3rd June 2011, the UN asked Sudan to withdraw its forces from Abyei
(http://enwikipedia.org). Violent clashes continued, and tensions exist in 2012.
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is Zaghawa. My father is a driver with the Sudanese Liberation Army', (one the most
prominent opposition groups in Darfur). I understood that he drives the type of pick-up
truck that has a large mounted machine-gun on the back. Morris said: 'Me and my family
only see him sometimes. Too dangerous to be at home. Sometimes the people (government
soldiers) come and ask questions and they hit the young ones when they don't answer the
questions right'. Morris, who was sixteen years old at that time, went on to tell me about his
local football team who played in the Fasher district league:
I have five friends shot dead after playing a big local team. I know them from when small, we
all play football together. My team play in France football shirts (donated kit) and other
team play in England shirts. After, I hear shooting from the house (clubhouse) but I'm
thinking, 'that can't be my friends'. My twin sister come running in and say, 'all your team
have been shot'. I go and see and I see all my friends are dead.
Morris told me that the league was abandoned after this incident (2004). He went on to tell
me about the comparative safety in the large towns in Darfur due to the protection of
African Union soldiers. He said: 'In the villages, people are still frightened and there is still
possible fighting and people get killed. They kill pregnant women and children. No other
people behave like this in the world'.
I often encountered Eddie, a well- respected figure among the Sudanese living in Belfast.
He is Tunjur ('a sub-group of the much bigger Fur', he told me. Darfur means Land of the
Fur), and from the town of Kafod in North Darfur. His father had worked and travelled
widely with the UN before he felt compelled to resign due to the government's actions in
Darfur. He was shot dead along with Eddie's sister following an attack by Janjawiid militias
when they were visiting a local market (many others had been killed in this incident). Eddie
had enquired at the police station about proper burial procedures. Before this could
happen, the police were obliged to investigate the killings. Days later the police were en
route to the market when they were ambushed by resistance fighters (from the Justice and
Equality Movement Sudan) and many policemen were killed. Eddie had been accused of
being complicit in organising the ambush and after discussions with his family, he was
compelled to flee his home and travelled by truck to the distant city of Port Sudan on the
country's eastern littoral, from where he boarded a ship bound 'for somewhere safe', as he
put it. Where there are victims of political and ethnic violence, migration is often the
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outcome. People move across their immediate borders into neighbouring countries, but
very often much further afield (Lindley 2004: 4). The individuals mentioned in these
accounts fled in all directions to escape the violence: to Port Sudan, to neighbouring Chad,
and to Libya26. Twenty three people from Sudan inform parts of this thesis.

Asif, Adeh and Zahir
In contrast to Sudan, which has at least one hundred and seventy different ethnic groups,
the Somalis are ethnically homogenous. Since 1993 civil war in Somalia has resulted in the
country becoming a no-go area and left without a recognised government for over a decade.
Al-Qaeda (Al Shabaab are the local franchise of this hard-line Jihadist group) has eventually
occupied the resulting vacuum (Collier 2009: 138, 233). In his book Africa in Chaos,
published in 1998 (51-54), George Ayittey described the situation in Somalia as 'the descent
into barbaric lawlessness' from which the country is yet to recover. Fighting in Mogadishu,
the capital city, displaced over 870,000 people since January 2007 (some two thirds of the
city's population), and 1.1 million people were internally displaced within south-central
Somalia (Lindley 2009: 5). Writing about the conflict in her home country, the Sierra
Leonean author Aminetto Foma, believes that uninterrupted calm and affluence is not a
universal norm. She states: 'What's normal, is actually to experience war and oppression'
(Independent Magazine, August 2010: 27). Asif was one of the first asylum-seekers I met in
Belfast; he was twenty five years old and comes from Mogadishu:
My father shot in Somalia by government forces, but it was mistaken identity. I don't really
remember him and my mum never re-married. We are a small family, just my mum and my
sister, so it's difficult in that society where big families help each other. As man of the
family, I want to help them. I'm not sure exactly where they are, but through new Somali's
who come here I can find out that our clan people have moved out of the city to the south,
and they are safe there. With money, the more the safer, they can get a bus to Ethiopia.
Women and children are not targeted; it's only young men of fighting age who are in serious
danger. One guy I hear about dresses as a woman with fake blood on the clothing, and he
pushed stones in a wheelbarrow to pretend to be doing daily business, but really so as to get
to a security point and escape to another part of the city where it was safer.

26 Although less frequently reported, I have been assured by Darfuri's living in Belfast of continuing violence
against civilians within Darfur.
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Asif was with a friend of his called Adeh who told me:

My father was an English teacher (this was after I asked him how he learned to speak such
good English), but he was shot dead along with two brothers during a previous fight in
200627. I have a mother and two sisters, but not sure of where they are exactly. This can be
difficult to know as mobile phone reception is not good, and if Al-Shabaab sees someone
using this they can be killed. Internet is same problem. A letter can be written and sent, and
this has to travel with the right people, but maybe it never arrives. Shabaab don't allow
smoking in public, or dancing or music. They say this is proper Islam; but it is not right to kill
other people. They even kill their own people. They have about 80% control. Government
forces have a very small area. They are as bad as the Taliban, and now Al-Qaeda have moved
into Somalia. The situation is still mostly out of control, but is a bit better in Puntland and
Somaliland28.

Two more anecdotes from these Somalis below, re-affirm the violent situation in their
homeland in the present day. Adeh said:
There is fighting every day, and I am scared to go to the central market29 for anything as I
may not return home. I can hear rocket fire in the background when I phone home area. I
speak to someone who knows where my family is as it is safer this way. Somalia used to be
the best country in Africa.
Zahir, whose five children live with him in Belfast, told me:
The children could not go out of the house as there was gunfire and bombings, and they
could get killed at any time. It was good in Mogadishu before; it was very green, there were
restaurants. We had everything.

The narratives above demonstrate a determination to overcome traumatic memories, and
to remember the homeland in a positive light. Such positivity tends to become more in
evidence once refugee status has been granted. Either way, these narratives foreground
home for the migrant as continually reprocessed through the present. The final two

27 In December 2006, Ethiopian troops mounted an offensive and responded to opposition attacks in ways that
have caused severe suffering to civilians (Lindley 2009: 22-23).
28 The Republic of Somalia has effectively split into three main parts. In the north-west Somali regions, the
Republic of Somaliland was established in 1991, the north eastern regional state of Puntland, was established
in 1998, and the war-torn south-central regions (Lindley 2009:4-5).
29 Bakara market, the biggest Somali market has continued to operate, though it is in a dangerous area and has
frequently been the epicentre of violent battles (Lindley 2009: 36).
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accounts speak of the former homeland that was once a good place to live, but the current
reality is a stark reminder how 'the myth of home acquires a special significance as a result
of the movement away from an originary home' (Fortier 2003: 124). National and local
politics tends to be the root cause for the majority of people who seek asylum in another
country. The trauma associated with a sudden uprooting from the familiarity of the
homeland needs to be reconciled with life in the new physical and social environment.
These kinds of traumatic narratives from their former homeland are further examples of
cultural memory which coalesce with their current lives in Northern Ireland as they attempt
to reconcile the past with the present30 (see Chapter 5). I have included ten accounts
throughout this thesis from people who represent the Somali refugee community in Belfast.
In the following section, the focus moves to southern Africa where political turmoil has
affected large swathes of the population.

Hilary, Duncan, Vincent and Greg
Hilary has lived as a refugee with her six year old daughter in Belfast for the past five years:
My uncle looked after me, he was a politician with Morgan Tsvangiri's MDC party and it was
always trouble. I had no father and my mother died when I was thirteen, so I've always
looked out for myself. I had three young friends who all died because of Mugabe's mad
ideas.
Collier (2009: 227) states that: 'The disaster that has overshadowed Africa for the past
decade has been Zimbabwe. Manifestly, President Mugabe has systematically dismantled
both the democratic polity and the economy of the country'. Beatings and intimidation of
political adversaries (principally members and associates of MDC) have led to endemic fear
for many citizens. Serious food shortages caused by the policies of Mugabe's Zanu PF party,
and a colossally high unemployment rate have exacerbated the problem31. Many refugees
and asylum-seekers whom I have met have managed to flee the political and social turmoil
that has gripped their home land of Zimbabwe. The remaining three case studies
represented in this brief section are all narrated by Zimbabwean men from very different
30 Narrating traumatic memories is an effort to make sense not only of the past but of the present as well. In
narrating the traumas they have experienced, people are trying to establish a sense of continuity between past
and present and come to terms with the rupture in their lives and their selves (Becker et al 2000: 333).
31 For a detailed account of the human suffering experienced by the Zimbabwean population under the
Mugabe dictatorship, see The Fear, by Peter Godwin 2010.
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geographical and social backgrounds, but who are all in the process of seeking asylum. I
spoke to Duncan, a young N'Debele from Bulawayo, who told me:
Because ! had been friendly with Connolly (the white farm owner), I was beaten up by a
group of men. They wear plain clothes and always come from another area, so we don't
recognise them. My hand (he held it up for me to see that it was twisted looking) was
broken. Another time, I could see a violent mob coming through the gate to our compound,
so I jumped through the window on the ground floor. Later, I escaped over a fence, but they
burned my home down.
Duncan's experience of arrival in Northern Ireland is highlighted in Chapter 2. He had
arrived with £10 and a small bag. The photographic evidence of his burned out house in
Bulawayo disappeared among a bundle of papers that the people smugglers who had
accompanied him had taken away with them. He thinks that his father had paid five head of
cattle to the smuggler in Zimbabwe which was subsequently exchanged for about 2,000
South African Rand. The smugglers have since returned to Zimbabwe and demanded the
rest of the agreed price (around £2,000), but Duncan was never privy to the transaction. His
girlfriend had sent a grainy mobile phone photograph (depicting the arson attack) to his
solicitor, which he hopes will be shown to UKBA immigration officials.
Another story which illustrates why people deem it necessary to flee the homeland
comes from Vincent, a qualified army medic, a man in his fifties and from the Shona ethnic
group. He felt compelled to leave his home city of Harare after intimidating threats were
made. A gentle and religious man, he spoke of some of the horrific crimes that he knows
have happened in his neighbourhood whilst he lived there with his wife and two grown up
sons. Due to his involvement in political activities, albeit as a conciliator of peaceful
negotiations within his community, he felt the need to seek asylum from persecution. He
told me:
I knew that I had to get away and so arranged my nursing visa before I was threatened once
again at a public meeting. A young man that I had not seen before said to me: 'Who do you
think you are? You will disappear just like that if you think you are so clever.
The abstract nature of what may afflict the displaced person in their new surroundings at a
particular moment in time was emphasised by Vincent, who has left his family behind in

84

CHAPTER 4

FORCED to FLEE

Zimbabwe. He told me that his eldest son was an excellent footballer. He had formerly
played for a top team called Highlanders in a Zimbabwean league, but was currently with a
second division team. Vincent wanted to arrange a video of his skills, and have it sent to
Linfield FC in Belfast (he has a contact at the club). I could not ascertain whether this was a
hope, aspiration, dream, ambition, or a delusion. We spoke about the glut of good African
football players who play all over Europe, but what is needed are the right contacts, as well
as money for the production of the video. In this instance, what Vincent has left behind in
time and space, could be incorporated into his present circumstance in order to create the
possibility of a better future both for himself and for a close family member.
Greg, another asylum-seeker from Zimbabwe, told me that he had stopped phoning home
as it had become too depressing when family members relayed to him the desperate
situation unfolding in his home area in the north of the country. His family say to him:
'Instead of calling, send some money'. Greg said: 'Ten pound would generate fifteen US
dollars (the contemporary currency in Zimbabwe), but a loaf of bread is £1, and chicken
about £2'. This is marginally cheaper than Belfast we agreed. He continued to say: 'But there
is no work. People sell whatever they produce and barter to survive'. They (many people he
knows at least) are a short step from starvation. Greg feels guilty that he can seldom send
anything back home as yet. He often sits in a quiet room in his allotted asylum-seeker house
in south Belfast where sometimes he prays, or simply hopes for a breakthrough from his
current predicament.
These anecdotes of violence and intimidation are, as they say in Zimbabwe, 'just the ears
of the hippo' (Godwin 2010: 193). In total, nine people from this country are represented in
this thesis. There are many, many more victims whose tales of woe are never heard. It could
be said that the 'fortunate ones' manage to flee for a country of sanctuary. The homeland
had become an intolerable place in which to stay and consider a future, and so they leave
friends, family and a familiar environment and hope for a more conducive setting in which
they can live. The four case studies above demonstrate how these individuals fled from a
conflict on their own, as opposed to having been displaced en masse and accommodated
within some form of refugee camp. They all managed to escape from conflict in their
homelands and eventually found their way to a country of safety. As Riches states (1986:
11): 'Violence is effective and is accessible to anyone; hence it is likely to be resorted to
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frequently in disputes by parties who cannot gain their ends by other means'. It would
appear to be true that once killings have escalated beyond a certain point all controls are
lost which leads to the categorical destruction of innumerable persons labelled in a
particular way (Stewart and Strathern 2002: 9).This has been the case in Sudan, Somalia,
and Zimbabwe. The same could be said for the kind of political involvement that led a young
Kenyan man to flee his country in order to escape from a life threatening predicament.

Derek
While the Home Office Country of Information Service (COIS)32 is well aware of the violent
nature of the conflict in Sudan and Darfur for example, Kenya continues to enjoy a good
reputation as a popular tourist destination. This reputation places Kenyans at a
disadvantage when seeking political asylum33. In the NICRAS office, Derek, a twenty five
year oid Kikuyu man from Nairobi, told me that his troubles began around the time of
Kenya's controversial national elections in 200734. He speaks excellent English and I had
many conversations with him during my fieldwork. On this occasion he said:
I went along with my friend Nicholas to a meeting about this at a local football stadium, but
instead it was all about forming Kikuyu gangs of young men to go west in hired cars to go
and kill some Luo in revenge attacks. There were some important politicians at this meeting
and me and my friend we filmed it with mobile phones. I thought why we should be doing
this, when it was they who rigged the elections in the first place. We were seen filming and
told to leave. This was the beginning of why I am sitting here now. My mother said, 'what
made you go to this place and film?' We were threatened by the security police who accused
us of being Mungiki35 which is like a death sentence. My friend was later found murdered in
central Nairobi. This is about 40 miles away, but my village is still in the suburbs. His family
looked for him, but they never found his head. This story was in the local newspapers. I was
hiding for around two years, going from place to place, and eventually to Mombasa.

32 COIS is a team of specialist researchers who research and collate information on countries giving rise to
asylum claims in the UK (http://www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk. (see Gibb and Good 2013).
33 A 'white' list of states deemed to be 'safe places' in which to live have been formalised by the relevant
authorities. Asylum applications from those countries are deemed to be unfounded (Sales 2007: 70).
34 In the Kenyan elections of December 2007, the opposition looked set to win the presidency. The opposition
candidate, Raila Odinga, was a Luo, one of Kenya's forty eight ethnic groups. He secured 98% of the Luo vote.
The American ambassador lamented: 'It's a sad day for Kenya. My biggest worry now is violence, which, let's
be honest, will be along tribal lines' (Collier 2009: 36, 50-1).
35 Mungiki is a politico-religious group and a banned criminal organisation. The name means 'a united people',
or 'multitude' in the Kikuyu language (http://en.wikipedia.org).
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One day, I was in a cafe with Derek. We were looking over some of the COIS papers that
he had obtained from his solicitor. He was able to point out golf courses, and other areas of
interest on the map of Nairobi and its environs. He showed me where the Europeans lived
up in the cooler and hilly part of the city. He showed me the suburb where many Somalis
now reside36. His home town was also marked, a name which he told me is derived from the
English word for cricket, and the eponymous stadium was highlighted from where he took
the fateful decision to record the political meeting. To an outside observer, this inanimate
map, which denoted the highland area of former colonials, the golf course and Safari Parks,
was subjectivised by Derek in a different epistemological understanding. Many inhabitants
of the UK (including politicians, civil servants and journalists), imagine Kenya as a beautiful
country, and one that is firmly in the tourist's consciousness. The contradiction in his
predicament, along with many other asylum-seekers and refugees, is that he distrusts and
fears the politics that affects his life back in the homeland, and yet he misses the security of
strong community bonds.
After accompanying Derek to his regular reporting event at the UKBA facility which was
nearby, I invited him to my house from where he could use the telephone to speak to his
mother. He was feeling nervous as he had not been in contact with her since his departure
from Kenya many months before. Overcoming his trepidation, Derek spoke to her in Kikuyu,
and afterward held his head in his hands as he was visibly in emotional turmoil. He managed
to compose himself as he translated for me the salient details of their conversation. She is
currently staying in an IDP camp on the outskirts of Nairobi where TB and cholera are a
constant threat. For this reason she stays away as much as possible and only returns there
to sleep. Apparently, she was going to visit the Human Rights Commission the next day with
her friend in order to try and obtain proof of the political violence that caused her son to
flee in fear of his life. Fortunately the letter that we sent had indeed arrived safely37. His
mother also believed that she could acquire a letter from the district chief and a local
councillor, in addition to one from the pastor at their local church. These people still lived in
the vicinity of their former home near Nairobi.
36 Certain groups live clandestinely away from the refugee camps, and away from their land of origin. This is
the case with the Somalis, concentrated in the 'Somali' quarter of Nairobi where they work in the informal
economy (Agier 2008: 96).
371 had helped Derek compose a letter to the United Nations Human Rights Commission in Kenya in order to
assist with his asylum claim.
87

FORCED to FLEE

CHAPTER 4

We then talked about the TV documentary that I had watched the previous evening that
portrayed the life of some individuals who lived in Nairobi's largest slum38. Derek told me
that he had visited there once or twice, but it was not a place to go unless you had to. 'The

Mungiki are recruited from these places. The police only go in if they have to as it is
patrolled by gangs, as well as community workers. It doesn't officially exist in the
government statistics'. After mentioning the corruption in his country, he stated: 'I hate
Kenya now; I am ashamed to say I am from there'.

Through these types of extended conversations that were conducted over a period of
time, a whole host of observations and occurrences were memorised and extrapolated by
members of NICRAS. For example, my friend Derek continued to add more detail to his
story:

The day ! left, I dressed as a Muslim with my face covered so that nobody would recognise
me. I could see my mother at the docks, but I was too suspicious of everyone to show
myself. A white guy named 'Jimmy' took me onto the ship and showed me where to go. It
was a place with (loading equipment; cranes) machines. I crouched down with my small bag
and waited about one hour. Two Somali women, I could tell by the smell of their perfume,
and three other men were also there. When we left it was very hot, and I have no idea about
time. Sometimes daylight came through an opening in the roof area and I was able to read a
letter from my mother. She had packed some sleeping tablets, food and drink. I have a small
suitcase with me in SHAG39 which I brought over with me (see Parkin 1999). It was full of
clothes, biscuits and drinks. Someone would come to check in the ship to see if I was still
alive. If not, my body would have been thrown overboard. We changed boats somewhere in
the middle of the sea, a ship came alongside, and I could see another one passing by. I was
with one other Somali, or maybe Ethiopian. I was told to hide inside a container that had big
boxes of biscuits, and drinks stuff I think. I arrived here; Jimmy (presumably the human
smuggler) gave me £10 for a taxi to Bryson.

In the past, romanticised notions of the solitary figure going into exile have been
associated with privilege, but nowadays it tends to be the refugee to whom the qualities of
fatefulness, tragedy, and loss are attributed (Tirman 2001: 4). Refugees and asylum-seekers

Kibera is the largest slum in Nairobi, and the second largest slum in Africa (http://enwikipedia.org).
39 SHAG building in the centre of Belfast is an acronym for a Housing Association inhabited by asylum-seekers,
refugees, as well as by local citizens.
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are now a part of the political paradigm which identifies a bureaucratic and international
humanitarian realm, and furthermore, a specific social category and legal problem of global
dimensions (Malkki 1995: 497-8, 513). The narrative from Derek gives the flavour of these
types of issues. When he left his Kenyan homeland, he severed links with his past and began
a new phase of his life. He did not self- identify at that stage with any externally imposed
labels that speak of exile, asylum-seeker or refugee, but he unwittingly became another
statistic for the world's displaced.

Helen, Fada, Amma and Elli
I have heard many more instances of oppression, violence and intimidation that have been
endured by a wide range of refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast. Three Iranian sisters
together with their brother decided to leave their home city of Tehran, immediately
following the political protests for democratic change in the summer of 200940. Helen, the
eldest sister told me:
Our father and an uncle were in prison and badly beaten (she demonstrated for me the
action of fingers being bent back, and then pointed to her jaw to show how that had been
broken), but they were let out after three days. My husband and brother are both in prison
(she demonstrated the action of hands being tied at the wrist), but they do not see each
other; but they are in the same prison.
My interaction with the Iranian asylum-seekers further challenges concepts pertaining to
the inviolability of home. Fada, the youngest sister of the four Iranian siblings, told me that
she was a hairdresser. She used to have her own successful salon in a suburb of Tehran. One
day the salon closed without any of her customers aware of her plans to flee the country.
This was obviously the only safe way of carrying out her plan. She told me how her father
had since managed to sell off all of the salon equipment at a reduced price. The premises
were rented so did not need to be sold. She travelled to Belfast along with her two sisters, a
brother, and a nine year old niece, huddled in the back of a very cold truck which took
thirteen days. Their father paid 15,000 US dollars per person in order for them to escape.
The eldest sibling Helen explained how they all came to Belfast separately, as otherwise it

40 Popularly known as the Green revolution, widespread protests convulsed Iran in June 2009 following the
disputed presidential election against President Ahmadinejad. The government subsequently suppressed any
further dissent with a violent crackdown.
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would have been too risky. Helen travelled with her eleven year old daughter: 'I was very
scared on the journey', Helen had told me. Fada was in the same truck as her brother,
whilst her other sister travelled alone.
Amma is a young woman from Tehran who had arrived in Northern Ireland in early
summer with her older sister. Sometimes only a handful of familiar faces were present at
the English language classes at NICRAS, and as happened occasionally, the only people
present that day were all aware of my role as an academic researcher. I asked her what she
thought of the area where she would be living (close to University Street) which I said was a
nice area in Belfast. She told me: 'It's not too bad'. Amma then mentioned that she misses
her mother very much. I said that at least she has her sister with her. Despite this, she
repeated that she still misses her mother. This is hardly surprising, and yet it was a timely
reminder of individual anguish and pain.
The situation in which the six young Iranians find themselves is an interesting contrast to
the many Darfuris for example. I was aware that the Iranian family members are all from
prosperous parts of Tehran, whereas those from west Sudan come from very different
material circumstances. Irrespective of their backgrounds, their contemporary life
trajectories have now coincided in time and space. In response to Amma's utterance, Moali
replied that: 'It's the same for all of us'. I told the two young Iranian sisters about Helen's
family, and how they had spent thirteen days in a very cold truck to get here. The elder
sister, Elli replied, 'yes, I know them, but it was very hot for me and not nice when we come
here in the lorry'. The two families had travelled at different times of the year, and hence
the discrepancies in temperature.
The examples that I have given support the introductory comments in Chapter 3 whereby
much of the violence experienced has occurred under the auspices of state discipline.
Individuals, who have not behaved in the expected subordinate manner as laid down by
their political oppressors, are used as coercive exemplars in order to warn the rest of the
population who dare to challenge their authority. Punishment becomes legitimate since the
offender is deemed the common enemy and a threat to the wider society by those in
power. According to Foucault (1977: 90) 'he is worse than the enemy, for it is within society
(and by association, I assume the homeland) that he delivers his blows, he is nothing less
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than a traitor, a "monster'". Foucault goes on to state (ibid: 93): 'Things must be so
arranged that the malefactor can have neither any desire to repeat his offence, nor any
possibility of having imitators'. Escape into exile is one conclusion to such push and pull
factors. These young Iranians will continue to feature in this thesis.

Alzar
I first met Alzar shortly after he had arrived in Belfast and he soon became a friend to me as
my fieldwork progressed. He was sitting on the wall outside NICRAS as he had intended to
get some advice. To the outside world, this small country which is seldom in the news would
appear to be tranquil following a long and protracted war with its neighbour Ethiopia.
However, 'military spending remains on a war footing with mass conscription' (Collier 2009:
78). 'Under the conditions of national emergency the fate of the Eritrean people is
increasingly defined by forced conscription, unending military and national service,
economic impoverishment, and political crisis (O'Kane 2009: x). Alzar had escaped from his
country with his pregnant wife, and three young children. For the sake of clarity, I have put
his words below into a more lucid format, but the content is precisely how he explained his
story to me. I explained to him my role as a volunteer worker at NICRAS, but also my
position as an academic researcher attached to the nearby university (Queen's). Despite
being a total stranger to me at the time of this meeting, he told me with surprising candour:
I was ten years in the army in Eritrea. One day I was with twenty others (in his platoon?) who
refused to shoot at some people in a village (he performed shooting gun action). Fifteen
soldiers ran away in the ensuing chaos, and five of us were arrested and accused of paying
off, and assisting those other soldiers who ran off in all directions. I was chained from the
wrist to the ankles (he demonstrated the position for me) and put in a stifling hot (about 40
degrees centigrade he reckoned) jail cell along with nine others. There was a small air vent
high up that we took turns in breathing through. We got bread and water once a day, and
went to the toilet as best we could (he showed me briefly the awkward actions of achieving
these two basic human daily activities when hands are shackled to ankles). I was beaten
daily in jail, but I was innocent, and I lost about 15kg.
Alzar's narrative is indicative of the kinds of problems and circumstances that cause, and
compel, many intelligent and good natured individuals to flee their homelands once their
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situation becomes intolerable. On a separate occasion, and as my relationship with Alzar
continued to flourish, he told me:
I was born in Addis Ababa at the time of a united Ethiopia. We escaped to Sudan and
stopped in 'safe houses' on the route to Khartoum. A man (the 'fixer') supplies all the
relevant documentation required at the numerous checkpoints. My wife was very pregnant
during this journey which was very difficult. Eritrean 'army' just shoot down fellow nationals
if they are found fleeing the country. My father-in-law paid for everything. He pay to get me
out of jail and he pay for our journey out of the country. He has been arrested for this, and
now he is in jail.
Alzar and his family had travelled by camel to the border town of Kassala, which is situated
on the eastern Sudan littoral. They had taken a minibus for most of the journey to Khartoum
and had spent several hours waiting in transit at Dubai airport, before flying to Dublin, and
onwards by car to their final destination in Belfast (see map, Appendix two). Five adult
Eritreans including this family form part of my thesis.

Conclusion
The above accounts underscore some of the reasons why people became displaced by war
and violence. Schroeder and Schmidt (2001:7) believe that a true understanding of violent
acts can only be achieved by being exposed to it (directly, or indirectly, through the
narratives of those who are). Northern Ireland is a place that has had first-hand experience
of violence which can be interpreted as an instrumentally rational strategy of bargaining for
power. Violence is also a form of symbolic action that conveys cultural meanings, most
importantly ideas of legitimacy (ibid: 8). Of course the anthropology of war and violence is
worth much consideration and study, though it could be argued this has been of little utility
to its victims as illustrated throughout this chapter. According to Scheper-Hughes (1995:
418), however, not to record the experiences of those who suffer, can be a hostile act, an
act of indifference, and of turning away. Edward Said (quoted in Jackson 1995: 2) describes
exile as: 'The unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place'
The refugees and asylum-seekers whom I have named above did not seek sympathy, or
any kind of response from me during our conversations. I did encounter reflective feelings
of loss, sadness and regret, but not self-pity, only acceptance and fortitude. The effects can
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be so devastating that there is little that they can say about the violent events, aside from
the details as they recalled them in my company. In such circumstances, Jackson (2005: 147,
155) believes that it takes all of their will simply to endure, and where explaining, judging,
blaming, are luxuries they cannot afford. Perhaps these instances of emotional memory are
somewhat analogous to the returning soldier, who says very little about his or her traumatic
experiences, in the belief that the listener can never fully understand what they have been
through. Shroeder and Schmidt (2001: 13) state how violence forces the neutral or
academic researcher to take sides and makes detached participant observation extremely
problematical. Nonetheless, this is something that I have attempted to address in the course
of my research project. Violence has forced asylum-seekers and refugees away from their
homelands and circuitously to Northern Ireland. Whether they meet with a sympathetic
reception on arrival has been discussed in Chapter 2, and is a recurring theme throughout
this thesis.
The division of the globe into nation-states in which states were assigned the role of
protectors of rights, but also exclusive protectors of their own citizens (Marfleet 2006: 90)
has evidently failed individuals who were compelled to flee their own countries. All of the
narrative voices we have heard thus far are intensely connected with the post- colonial
history and politics associated with their particular nation-states. Refugees and asylumseekers are unwanted persons whose stories cause embarrassment to a democratic country
when they arrive at their well protected borders, but who are forced to deal with an
undesirable part of an increasingly global economic and political system (see Minh-ha 1994:
12, Agier2008: 97) Hundreds of thousands are displaced, whilst many others find
themselves in sprawling IDP enclosures in refugee camps that border a refugee's country of
origin.
Hobsbawm states (1991: 65): 'The concept of home is essentially not the destiny of our
journeys, but the place from which we set out and to which we return, at least in spirit'.
Pleasant memories of the homeland were occasionally expressed, but the political climate
of violence and/or intimidation were overriding factors in people's decisions to flee. There is
no law for where a refugee should stop. Most refugee flows happen on foot, and people
stop as soon as they feel a bit safe, which is usually a neighbouring country as they very
often lack the means to go further afield. The first concern though is to be protected from
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persecution, the torture, the risk of killing that exists in the country of origin (Durieux 2008:
337, 340). By using ethnographic narratives from a range of individuals who come from six
different countries, I have shown some of the ways that state and ethnic violence compels
these disparate people to flee their homelands in order to seek a more peaceful and
equitable life in a distant land.
I have spoken to people who have escaped from whatever forced them to leave the
home country, and who travelled in a number of ways. Some were hidden away in the back
of haulage trucks, and others were concealed in the bowels of merchant ships, whilst one
family travelled by camel for a part of their journey. The journey away from a place of
familiarity indicates a severing of ties from a well-known environment, as well as intimate
social relationships. That journey is no longer imagined in the mind, but is a first step into an
uncertain future. Nonetheless, these subjective narratives of violence have undermined the
concept of the home as a place of safety and refuge. Their voices may be deemed
fragmented and subjective, but in many ways such a phenomenon accentuates refugees'
lives. Narratives in the following chapter elucidate how identity, and by association concepts
of home, is encoded with multiple layers of subjective meaning. Any notions of strong
community bonds have been rendered tenuous and uncertain by these experiences. For
these individuals, imagination has become reality, and their precarious situation relies on
the goodwill of others. In essence, they have become detached from their moorings,
displaced between worlds, where they now live between a lost past and a fluid present
(Rapport and Dawson 1998: 23).
The past continues to remain firmly in the present in the lives of the majority of refugees
that I met. This will be further analysed in Chapter 5 to identify the extent to which identity
and a sense of self has been, and will continue to be influenced by the putative communities
we belong to. Maybe it will be seen that identity transformation in a new social
environment foregrounds culture and society as the ever-changing outcome of practice
rather than a pre-existing structure. There is not always a hospitable and sympathetic
welcome awaiting asylum-seekers on arrival in the UK. The following chapter investigates
ways in which individual asylum-seekers and refugees, within their new environment of
Northern Ireland, reconcile and adapt their way of thinking when many familiar anchors
have been suddenly wrenched away. The reasons why individuals sought asylum in
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Northern Ireland are important in determining whether they will find a new place to call
home in the future. It will also examine to what extent, if any, a transfiguration of identity
becomes evident as asylum-seekers and refugees settle into a new environment.
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CHANGING IDENTITY and PLACE

Introduction
The previous chapter described some of the ways, and reasons, why certain people feel
obliged to leave their home countries and seek sanctuary in another country. This chapter
will focus on some of these individuals in their quest to settle into a new environment and a
foreign social milieu. As mentioned in Chapter 3, a person's identity has in large part to be
discovered, constructed, and actively sustained. The implications of that statement are
useful when reflecting on the lives of refugees and asylum-seekers who have been obliged
to re-evaluate the norms and values of their particular cultural needs. This is indicative of
self and society as mutually constitutive and therefore cannot be explained separately (May
2011: 364, Mayo 2000: 43). Chapter 5 begins by highlighting some anthropological
reflections and theories on the emotions that are relevant to modes of empathic reaction
and the plight of asylum-seekers and refugees from a cross-cultural perspective.
A consideration of some aspects of the anthropology of the emotions is useful in
determining individual attempts of progressing in local society. Using narratives by
individuals from Sudan and Somalia, the chapter illustrates the emotional impact of arrival
in Northern Ireland and some of the pragmatic challenges faced by these refugees. Two case
studies will then build on an analysis of whether forced migrant identities are changed in
particular ways as they begin the long journey of resettlement. The case of Asif, a young
male asylum-seeker from Mogadishu is illustrative of how individual agency assists in all
survival strategies in the course of moving from place to place. The second study focusses
on a middle aged man from Asmara in Eritrea who has received his refugee papers. His
narrative exposition is more concerned with the practicalities of moving house in Belfast,
arranging national insurance numbers, opening a bank account, and settling his children into
local schools.
The chapter looks briefly at food as a marker of identity, a factor that is of great
importance to many newcomers in a disorienting environment. Individual agency is the
driving force behind any possibility of identity transformation, or at least the construction of
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different layers of personality in the on-going process of character building. The final three
sections reflect on refugees who have been granted Limited Leave to Remain, and who are
all in a similar phase of resettlement in Northern Ireland. The chapter will show that initial
expectations of building a worthwhile life imbued with self-respect are fraught with
difficulties despite the achievement of gaining refugee status. The search for employment
for example is a source of continual frustration, and meaningful integration and
inclusiveness into local society which would enable a sense of emplacement tends to remain
elusive. Thoughts of family members back in the country of origin are evidently to the fore
for the majority of refugees. Finding employment will mean further remittances can be sent
back, or perhaps increase the chance of family members joining them in the UK. One
refugee feels as though he is making progress through a government training initiative,
whilst another uses his skills to find work as a cook. Feelings of home and belonging are
shown to be in perpetual tension with modes of dislocation, isolation and exclusion, as they
negotiate the legal and cultural hurdles that are part and parcel of establishing a new life in
a new country.

Identity as Emotion
Before moving on to look at experiential narratives of arrival in Northern Ireland, it is worth
reflecting on some anthropological insights on the emotions. The limits of intersubjectivity
and empathy are particularly pertinent to my research topic. Intersubjectivity according to
Jackson (1998: 12) is 'the connection between self and other by rules of reciprocity and
empathic bonding...' The Chambers Dictionary (2003) defines empathy as: 'The power of
entering into another's personality and imaginatively experiencing his or her experiences...
to appreciate it fully'. Any analysis of verbal interaction shows the complexity of
presupposition because meanings are not purely semantic. People mean, and meanings are
signalled, in ways that differ cross-culturally. Furthermore, if the anthropologist has to take
into account the context of encounters which pay attention to the triad of memory,
imagination and emotion, then the stress on trust could be more beneficial than empathy in
the field, as there is no way to check if the anthropologist was told lies (Tonkin 2005: 63-4,
see also Metcalf 2002).
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Some degree of trust is essential to ordinary social relationships. I have had long standing
relationships with asylum-seekers and refugees who told me specific details about events
which happened to them before leaving their countries of origin. When the same topic
arose some months later, there was a kind of denial about some aspects of these stories
which i am still in the process of interpreting. The inconsistencies and elusiveness of
memory contribute to processual and changing accounts of the past (cf. Lamb 2001: 28).
Ways of coping with displacement and dislocation therefore become related to disrupted
connections to self (Herzfeld 1992). Nonetheless, it is worth noting Jackson, when he
reminds us (2005: xxix) 'that other forms of reason, less preoccupied with intellectual
uncertainty and truth, are equally significant in the struggle for life'. I demonstrate in this
thesis that asylum-seekers do not only experience emotions, but can use emotions as
motivational forces when used to flee the homeland, or to convince the authorities of the
veracity of their stories at the asylum interview, as well as achieving other aims and goals.
Tonkin (2005: 65) states that, 'languages themselves may have redundant features, so
what is unclear in content may often be picked up by the context of gesture'. In this
instance, 'emotions are forms of communicative practices', or, 'pragmatic acts and
communicative performances', and inseparable from social activity (Josephides 2005: 79).
Emotions have the capacity to move others, which adds to the richness of ethnographic
interpretation and description of social events. Resentment, on the other hand, is the
feeling that can arise out of not being acknowledged (Josephides 2005: 86), a condition that
was common among refused asylum-seekers. Emotional turmoil experienced by asylumseekers on arrival to Northern Ireland is of relevance to Arendt's observation (1958: 50-1)
that 'pain is at the same time the most private and least communicable of all experience'. I
was informed on two separate occasions by asylum-seekers that: 'For the first two weeks,
you don't want to come out from your accommodation after arriving here'. In fact, when I
have arrived at asylum-seeker houses in different parts of the city, I have noticed the
curtains drawn in broad daylight which gave the impression that there was no one inside.
Heelas describes how members of different societies talk about emotion in a wide variety of
ways, but he also believes that; 'just as the stars are impervious to cross-cultural differences
in how they are conceptualised, so too are the emotions, at least in their core properties'
(2007: 31, see also Lutz 1998). For example: fear, worry, insomnia, lack of self-confidence,

98

CHAPTER 5

CHANGING IDENTITY

shyness, shame, hope, ambition, humour and relief are all cross-cultural phenomena to
some extent. Furthermore, in many societies the 'self is defined as a social being, and since
emotion talk articulates the moral order, it is externalised in terms of that order (Heelas
2007: 34).
Very occasionally, asylum-seekers are granted permission to stay due to exceptional
circumstances. Helen and her family had been granted refugee status by the Immigration
Judge during their appeal hearing in court. Their settled and comfortable existence in Iran
had become intolerable due to the political upheaval in their home city of Tehran the
previous year (see previous Chapter), and they now find themselves living, not only in a
totally alien environment, but under very different circumstances. Helen told me before an
English language class at NICRAS, 'we all five of us got accepted straight from the judge'. He
says, 'you can stay, I do not have to report to the Home Office’. This is a most unusual ruling
as far as I am aware.
Helen, the eldest of the four siblings, is living with her daughter, who attends a local
primary school. Her sister Fada is currently living with their brother, and their other sister is
starting her new life with her Iranian fiance, a man she had recently met since her arrival in
Belfast. Their lives had all changed dramatically within six months and they found
themselves in the process of constructing new lives in a new social environment, and a place
which is imbued with memories of loved ones suddenly left behind in their homeland. The
emotional impact of displacement derives from a sense of no longer belonging in a familiar
environment, allied with the shock of suddenly being without the support structures of
certain family members and friends. From a psychological perspective, culture shock is
primarily an emotional reaction that includes a lack of familiarity with both the physical
setting as well as the social environment (Furnham and Bochner 1986: 49). Feelings of
simply not belonging are connected with loneliness and homesickness. The emotional
impact brought about by their new surroundings has been noticeably discernible for this
family. The sisters had explained to me that they had lived in prosperous neighbourhoods in
Tehran, and where the family owned three homes.
Soon after arriving in Belfast with her young daughter, Helen had moved into her new
home, a small flat provided by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive. She told me: 'When I
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first see the flat, I cry'. They feel unsettled and torn by being physically in one place and
emotionally (at least in part) in another. For asylum-seekers and refugees, remembering,
despite the pain it causes, constitutes a political activity that protests injustice and
inhumanity (Becker et al 2000: 341). In Helen's case, this was compounded by the fact that
at the time her husband and brother were both in a jail in Tehran. Her emotions are related
to a kind of internalised grief that can be imagined by the empathic researcher. Through a
process of empathy, or resonance, one can comprehend the emotion state. Tilbury (2007:
440, 452) invokes Clifford Geertz's notion of experience-near concepts by noting how the
sadness produced by displacement and re-settlement difficulties, is readily understood by
others through imagining how they might feel in the same situation.

Emotional Impact of Arrival:
Sudan as Memory
This thesis focuses on ways in which displacement and relocation have become a major
factor in people's lives. Ultimately, it is only through individual agency that a person acts
upon a decision to leave the home environment and embark on a quest for a safer place to
live. Displacement becomes an event, an experience that affects the ontology of the
individual in connection to their identity and cultural formations. The direct consequences
of violence and oppression have forced a disparate number of asylum-seekers to flee their
homelands, and their narrative vignettes now serve as testimony to their traumatic
experiences. Home as a socially and culturally familiar environment, in which the displaced
person had developed a sense of integrity and identity, remains only as a place of memory
and nostalgia41, as contemporaneously they now live in Northern Ireland (see Sorenson
1997: 145). In spite of direct experiences with violence, threat or intimidation, that place
may still represent an idealised and harmonious past which has been lost. In my experience,
asylum-seekers and refugees that I met displayed mixed emotions when they reflected on
the duality of their situation.

Berliner (2012: 769) evokes the idea that, 'nostalgia, in the sense of a "longing for what is lacking in a
changed present...a yearning for what is now unattainable, simply because of the irreversibility of time", is a
central notion that permeates many contemporary discourses and practices'.
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Eaman, a Nuba from Omdurman, left Sudan in 2002 on 'a one way ticket' as he expressed
it when we were both sitting in the NICRAS general office. He was waiting to visit the Red
Cross office which was situated on the top floor. Eaman told me:

I learned to speak English at a Christian missionary school. This is an extra school from the
normal one. It's where I went in the evenings. In 1989 everything changed with (President)
Bashir. He is the big problem with the trouble in Sudan. My grand-mother was Muslim but
she never spoke Arabic. Political situation has got out of control. Always before there was a
tribe law with some killing and payment for crimes all through history. But now is
complicated.

In this example, Eaman is remembering the past in a positive light, before the turning point
in 1989. By reconfiguring these events, as well as many others since, and in sequential
order, Eaman is better able to make sense of the present (see Williksen 2004: 118 for a
comparative example of an asylum-seeker in Norway). Reconfiguring specific events as
memory were further illustrated by the two examples given below. In December, I was
delivering some furniture along with Robin, the community development worker from the
nearby City Church. Eddie, also a Sudanese refugee (see Chapter 4, p.80), had accompanied
us as the items were for his new flat. He told us:
In my own family, and all over Sudan, there are many Christians. I will put up a tree and get
some lights for the window. In Sudan, Christmas is always a holiday with dancing and a lot of
eating meat, this is usually lamb or goat, and we travel a long way to stay with relatives and
enjoy the holiday.

A short while later I delivered a mattress on my own to Eddie's flat which he had requested
in order to accommodate visitors if the need arose. We proceeded to his small sitting room
and stayed for an hour in amicable conversation. He provided me with some tea and a
succulent piece of homemade semolina and coconut sponge cake. I asked him for the recipe
to which he replied: 'I have around twenty recipes all in my head that I get from my mother
when I'm growing up in Sudan. If you write them down, it never tastes the same'42.

42 'The ambivalent power of memories of people in flight store their precluded social personhood within
mementoes of mind and matter, including cherished small objects, songs, dances and rituals, which can under
favourable circumstances, be re-articulated (even re-created) as the bases of social activity' (Parkin 1999: 315).

101

CHANGING IDENTITY

CHAPTER 5

In the preceding chapter, I noted that Eddie's father and sister were killed; however his
mother still lives in Sudan. Becker et al (2000: 330), referring to the lives of Khmer now living
in the United States, raise the pervasive theme of 'family members who inhabit the shadow
of their lives'. In Eddie's small flat in Belfast, the embodied experience of eating the cake
was shared by me, as we ingested the memory of his physically distant mother. It would
appear to be true that, the past that is always present in a displaced person's life (indeed, all
of our lives), is tied to discourses of identity and continuity.
In the course of fieldwork, my friend Morris stated his early ambitions of travelling to the
Chadian border area the following year when he receives his travel documents. He intends
to meet up with friends or family members there. He has also expressed his desire to return
to Sudan for a visit as soon as he acquires a British passport (minimum qualification period
of 6 years, see Chapter 6, p.146) as he will then be safe (he believes) from the Sudanese
authorities. He went on to say: 'When I get travel papers I can go to new country, South
Sudan next year'. He mentioned Jebel Marra (a volcanic area south of Fasher that is the
spiritual heart of the Darfuri resistance movement). 'No Arabs live here even now. Sudan is
always African country, not Arab, never was. People live there (Jebel Marra) to 100 years
old. Fruit and vegetables from the volcano ground grow very well. There is special water
where people go for their health'.
Morris can make parts of Sudan sound like a paradise with his romanticised version of his
homeland, and his utterance serves as an illustration of fragmented and partly bucolic
remembrances of homesickness connected to the land. Tirman (2001: 9) states that the
refugees he interviewed invariably described their loss through a memory of bucolic
perfection, and how that loss always focussed on land, 'fruitful and beautiful land' (see
Chapter 4, Somali section, p.82). Moreover, he believes that these sentiments spring in part
from the alienation the exile feels in new surroundings, and are given form and positive
meaning by memory (ibid.: 8). Myers (2007: 376) conducted extensive fieldwork among
Australian Aboriginals where he reported similar findings. A friend of his told him: 'I close
my eyes and I can see that place. It's very green. There's a rock hole and a hill where I used
to play. My brother pushed me down; it makes me homesick'. Emotions induced by
nostalgic memory could be said to exist in a borderland between two places, and in the
interstices between a former existence and the inchoative new one.
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Emotional Impact of Arrival:
From Memory to Reality: Somalia
The self as defined as a social being is relevant to the narrative of Adeh, a Somali from
Mogadishu where social reputation is tantamount to feelings of well-being and 'place' in
society. Due to the complications with his asylum case, Adeh had recently arrived back in
Belfast after a period of time in the Republic of Ireland. He told me that his finger prints
were taken in Dublin, and therefore his solicitor was sorting out his asylum case with
NASS/Bryson. Bryson had told him that they could not help as he should be in the Republic
of Ireland, and yet he had also applied for asylum in the North (of Ireland). Adeh told me:
Nobody cares about you in the South. With no family or friends, you are alone. They say, 'we
don't send people back to Somalia' to your face, but the reality is different. For example, I
tell you. I know two Somali men were sent back from Denmark and they were killed
immediately. I think maybe they committed some crimes in Denmark. I need to make sure I
am never in trouble here.
His insecurity and lack of trust in the people around him became evident in the course of
our private conversations. He was determined to bring his wife and five children to
Northern Ireland via Ethiopia. He said: 'It is risky journey. I will need money to have them
flown out of Ethiopia, or perhaps Somaliland. When they join me here, I don't care
anymore'. From the security of Belfast he keeps updated on events back in his former
homeland:
Every day, I have a routine. I go to two job agencies, and every two weeks, I go to
Jobseeker's. I visit NICRAS for English lessons, and go to the central library for the latest
news on the internet from Somalia. I am looking and thinking how safe, and where my
family could be with the latest fighting.
Adeh sought to create a sense of order and control that might assist his psychological
well-being. Nonetheless, there is an element of fearfulness for relatives back in their original
homelands. The constant worry of uncertainty as to the whereabouts of family members
had been expressed to me on numerous occasions by a number of asylum-seekers and
refugees. Adeh elucidates the family as a key element of Muslim life and society, one of the
cornerstones of social stability and security in the community (Gabriel 2005: 387).The
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absence of traditional familial support is in many ways the reason why refugees and asylumseekers in Belfast looks upon NICRAS as a core location for empathy and practical assistance
in a disorienting world (see Chapter 8, p.182). Adeh went on to say:

When my children are in Ethiopia, I can speak more openly as they are safe there. £1,500 for
all the family, and then Red Cross say they can help. In 2008, when I was safe, I phone (my
family) and say: 'I am safe, don't worry about me now. I am safe where I am'. I went to
Dublin where friends say to me: 'If you want to go to London you should go to Belfast as that
is the UK, and register for asylum at Bryson'. I thought England was all the same as Ireland
and everywhere (see Chapter 2, p.31). They expect money to be sent as I am in 'rich
country'. I get £130 every two weeks, and now I can send about £100 home each month in
US dollars with Moneygram. I don't want government money. I was allowed to work as an
asylum-seeker last year' (this is rarely, though occasionally permitted if no decision has been
made on an asylum case after one year due to further investigations by the UKBA).

The absence of routine that is not filled by employment adds to a sense of frustration and
feeling of rejection generally. Adeh's self-imposed routine appears to be an essential part of
achieving emotional equilibrium for many asylum-seekers. The physical structure that
makes a place somewhere to live may be of secondary importance when compared with
'the concept of home as that environment (cognitive, affective, physical, somatic, or
whatever) in which one best knows oneself (even if not always happiest), where one's selfidentity is best grounded' (Rapport and Dawson 1998: 9, 21, see Chapter 7, p.161).The
opening three sections in this chapter questioned whether modes of identity are
transfigured in various forms by the circumstances in which asylum-seekers and refugees
find themselves. The remainder of the chapter continues to analyse concepts of identity and
their importance in helping an individual to belong somewhere, and to feel emplaced.

Agency and the Search for Something: Two Case Studies
Mogadishu to Belfast
Some of the reasons why the emotional impact of arriving in a totally new environment can
take its toll on a person have been outlined above. However, before an individual makes the
decision to leave their home environment, or once the journey into exile is underway, the
emotional uncertainty is interlinked with optimism and hope. In Chapter 4, some of the
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methods used by refugees to flee their own countries were illustrated. Despite the efforts of
people smugglers, there are no guarantees of gaining entry into a 'safe country'. I have
described some of the ways in which those individuals seeking asylum have gained access
into Northern Ireland, and yet there still lies ahead the challenging prospect of a satisfactory
re-settlement.
Lamb (2001: 22) comments that it is 'how we choose to talk about the past that is
connected to what we want to tell and work out in the present. The ways we talk about our
pasts relate to what we want to make in the future'. And furthermore, Sheldrake notes
(2001: 16), 'if place is, therefore, first of all landscape, it is also memory'. Individual agency
determines self-worth and social capital, and only through the exertions and aptitude of
their own free will, can asylum-seekers in particular invoke a sense of belonging, no matter
how minimally. For many people who come from places such as Sudan and Somalia, it is the
general practical concerns shared by the group that determines one's social standing, and
individual emotions and problems are relegated to a lower plane. Actions, to use a local
maxim, speak louder than words. Local cultural practices indubitably influence one's
personhood, but despite turbulence and disaster which affect self-representations, one's
own identity anchors one in a material world that clings to you and your biography.
In Asif's case, despite living in a democratic and 'free' country, he has no freedom to
move ahead, because even here, history catches up with a person (Wikan 1995: 275). He is
in search of what most young single men wish for, namely all of the accoutrements that
make a life worth living. Paid employment, a nice home, perhaps a wife and children and a
motor car, but these things do not happen on arrival for a refugee. The fact remains, that
before any minimal aspirations can be realised, Home Office/UKBA officials decides who will
be granted permission to stay, and hence who can put into action any concrete plans for the
future. In order for this to take place, there needs to be an epistemological readjustment in
relation to a new sensory environment. As Sheldrake (2001: 14) states, 'any analysis of place
inevitably has a subjective element. People learn to be who they are by relating to the
foundational landscapes of childhood or to adopted landscapes that became significant
because of later events and associations'. For a person who is not permitted to legally join a
society with its attendant privileges and opportunities, a marginal existence and a
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devaluation of identity prevails. Conforming to the social order and respecting its rhythms
and idiosyncrasies becomes a peculiarly challenging situation for some asylum-seekers.

Over and above Asifs individual agency and his lack of routine and feeling of
empowerment, lies the legal stricture of the asylum system that ultimately determines his
possibilities of self-transformation. Status, educational achievement, contacts and social
networks are all part of the social field from where choices made inform the manner in
which an individual progresses and may be protected within this social milieu (Bourdieu
1977: 179). Askland (2007: 240) queries how we explain the practice of refugees and
asylum-seekers within these unfamiliar social fields. Asifs story below depicts ways in
which social capital accrued through his contacts, networks, and personal agency, become
performative acts of survival strategies.

Asif is a young man from Somalia who is still in the process of seeking asylum after eight
years in the UK. In his case, a new level of subjective awareness is guided by the conditions
and structural circumstances in the host country in conjunction with his own cognitive
understandings and agency. I spoke to Asif on many occasions throughout my fieldwork,
and his principle reason for leaving his homeland was to make a better life for his mother
and sister who both live in the region of war torn Mogadishu. His narrative exposition begins
with his arrival in England:
There is a Somali clan that I know, that's why they (UKBA) first sent me to Sheffield. I was 17
years old and under social care in a house with four others. On my 18th birthday, everything
changed for the worst. I was moved into another house and had my first interview in
Liverpool. This was rejected, and so was the first appeal in court. I messed up my story. I was
very nervous and didn't understand the way it worked. I had a Somali interpreter, but it was
very difficult. My funds were stopped, and then I received and signed the Section 4 support
(see Chapter 2, p.36, n.ll) agreeing to return home when possible. But I knew it would not
be possible to be sent back to Somalia. Living off £35 vouchers each week, I was always
thinking about my mother and sister as the war was very bad in Mogadishu. In 2004, I
decided to go to Croydon (HQ of UKBA) and apply again as an asylum-seeker under a false
name; to start again. I was sent to a hostel in Dover where they took my finger prints and
they discovered I had a false claim. The police came and arrested me. i just wanted my
situation to be heard and understood, and that's why I did this.
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Soon after his arrival in a new and disorienting social environment, Asifs hopes and plans
had quickly turned into a narrative of adaptation and survival. Prior to his arrival in the UK,
his ability to adapt to social situations would have been precisely the characteristics
required for a boy growing up in Mogadishu. As I alluded previously, the asylum laws in the
UK guided his interaction within a new environment, although his mastery of the rules
pertaining to the asylum system left him in a dire predicament. Asif mentioned how he just
wanted to explain to someone in authority about the situation he had been in since his
arrival in the UK. Barbara Smith, a photographer who worked at a Kurdish Refugee
Reception Centre in Greece heard many of the refugees' personal stories. She states (2008:
87): 'Some told their stories in order to find help; others merely wanted their stories to be
heard. Each was a testament to the bitter reality of a people forced to flee their homeland'.
Nonetheless, Asifs situation was about to get worst:
I was shocked when the solicitor told me I could go to jail for a long time. He explained to
the judge my reasons, but I got four months in a prison near Croydon. That was the worst
four months of my life. When I came out, there was nobody waiting for me. I didn't even
know where I was, so I went back to Croydon office again as it was in the same area. I told
them: 'Here I am, what can I do?’ After staying at a hostel in Croydon, I was sent to
Wakefield in Yorkshire (2005-7). I was walking home from a club across the town when the
police lifted me. They took me back to my place and as I hadn't been signing at Leeds (UKBA
office) every month, I ended up with a two month detention at Doncaster. They were
sending people back to their countries. They were given plane tickets and moved to a
different cell. I was shocked when they give me my ticket. I faxed a letter to the Human
Rights group in Geneva, and they returned a letter saying, 'there's no way you can be sent to
Somalia'. But for two nights I was very worried. After this (in 2008,) I stayed with friends in
Sheffield, but I couldn't stay for long, or overnight as they had kids and their own life.
Sometimes I slept in the Mosque. I went to Birmingham for a while and worked there doing
'black jobs'.

Asif managed to find odd jobs and to sleep wherever he could through his contacts within
the Somali diaspora in England, and through other people in a similar situation. He
eventually managed to borrow some money from a friend and he decided to try his luck in
Belfast. He has been living there since 2009, and is still awaiting official refugee status. Asif
moves in the same social circle as other refugees and asylum-seekers where he has
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established a number of social relationships. I commented to him about his hybrid regional
accent and idiom of speech, both of which reflect his sojourn in both the Midlands and
northern England, and now Belfast.
Askland (2007: 247) states how many refugees manifest a pattern of biculturalism,
reflecting continued attachment to their original culture, combined with loyalties and
affiliations cultivated within the host country. Asifs narrative provides a lucid example of
agency within the constraints imposed on him by the UK authorities. His subsequent
development of social fields and social networks that played a part in his adjustment to his
new surroundings allowed him to face the challenges and experiences of homelessness and
alienation, and to recreate meaning by establishing social relationships as he moved from
place to place.

Asmara to Belfast
I noted previously how Alzar had arrived in the middle of Belfast following an exhaustive
journey from Eritrea along with his wife Hanna and their three children. They had arrived by
car from Dublin with a member of the smuggling team, and were then unceremoniously
abandoned by the driver and told to look for Bryson House. I caught up with Alzar in NICRAS
a short time after his substantive interview at Drumkeen House. He told me:
I find Bryson House. My baby was born in the Royal hospital (Belfast), and the doctors were
all so friendly and smiling. Our house is near Falls Road and has three bedrooms, but I would
be happy in one room. We are moving in November, but I don't know where as yet, and I
say, I don't mind where. I am so happy with people here. The Home Office is very clever. I
tell my story straight (uses hands to show no deviation, only straight). Me and wife, we tell
the same thing. Big problem in Eritrea (he shudders at the memories, and becomes
emotional with tears in his eyes). For you is very nice country, and for a lot of the people,
but no speak about politics, not a word, then is big problem. Here, I feel as if I am a man. In
Eritrea, I am nothing.
Again, I have intentionally written his words in a more fluent style, but the content is
accurate. He showed me copies of his immigration documents which carried photographs of
his wife and children, and which included his baby girl who was born last month. I helped
him pack the duvet, curtains, pots and pans, and two mirrors which I had unloaded from
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Robin's van (City Church Community Coordinator). He not only shook my hand out of
sincere gratitude, but also kissed my hand. I helped Alzar put his things into a taxi that he
had arranged, and he went back to West Belfast; to his temporary home, but permanent
family.
On another day, I gave him a lift to his latest accommodation in West Belfast. The terraced
house was clean, spacious, and in good repair, but evidently lacking a homely atmosphere.
In other words, there were no family pictures, ornaments, books, nor any of the usual
material items found in local settled people's homes. Alzar introduced me to his wife,
Hanna, but she spoke virtually no English. I note in the following chapter (p.154-5) that a
person's social identity is more overtly discernible in the public domain. However, this
changes within the private space of the home where perceived alterity and difference are
minimised by a friendly and sociable ambience. I was made to feel welcome as Alzar busied
himself by finding me a seat at the dining table, and they brought me sweet black tea in a
glass and some biscuits.
Their three week old baby girl was asleep in a cot, and their two year old son appeared to
be happily distracted by my presence. The parents, in the company of the children, did in
fact give the house a feeling of homeliness, but one of transience which was to be expected
considering their circumstances. Their twelve year old daughter and thirteen year old son
were both attending separate Catholic schools in the neighbourhood, though Alzar's family
are Muslim. In fact, their new- born baby had been born around the corner from where we
were gathered, in the Royal Victoria hospital. Alzar reiterated to me his gratitude, and
surprise, by the UK's generosity, regarding the medical services provided, in addition to the
house they were living in, and his older children's educational opportunities. He relayed to
me his sincerity in his intentions to repay such generosity by the state when he is more
settled, and his English has improved further.
Alzar told me that he used to repair shoes before he joined the army, and I explained to
him that he was a skilled tradesman. He said, 'I can soon learn again. Maybe work for
nothing for three months, and then I need a salary. I can open my own business.' He then
went through the benefits that he had thus far received from the state, which included an
Emergency Fund, plus a maternity grant which is available for asylum-seekers who are
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pregnant, or who have recently given birth. Alzar said, 'I don't want to take this, to live like
this. I have to work'. He had an interview pending with the Housing Executive in order to be
relocated to a different house, though he had no idea of where this might be.
Two weeks later I came across Alzar outside of Bryson House in south Belfast. He had
cycled from his home and I commented on the need for a pair of thick gloves as the weather
was particularly cold. He told me that he had bought them at the local Sunday market for
£3. However, he was paying a visit to Bryson (NASS) in order to ascertain when he could
obtain a national insurance number for his wife. This crucial piece of documentation
effectively legitimises a person's identity as a full-time resident in the UK, and theoretically
allows access to equal privileges as enjoyed by its citizens. He expressed his concerns to me
that if she could not produce this important item, her (and possibly the children's) future
social security benefits would cease. Alzar always has a cheerful demeanour whenever we
meet, and so later on in the day I was surprised to see him looking obviously distressed
when I had finished the English language class at NICRAS. He wanted me to assist him, both
upstairs in the Red Cross office, and in the manager's office. He was looking for help to pay
for his children's nappies, and for some food. Mary told us that this was a familiar problem
when asylum-seeker benefits (NASS) stop and they move onto mainstream social security
payments. There is a time lag which often results in a period of destitution. Phil, who
manages the Belfast city centre Red Cross office, had spoken to the Home Office about this
situation which he described as: 'An unfair and ridiculous hiatus. There's no excuse for it.
They celebrate their good fortune (receiving refugee status) and then this happens'.
The following week I collected Alzar and drove him to a local bank as he had requested
my assistance to help him open a bank account. An account is a requirement for all
mandated social security payments. I was able to view his identity card which he willingly
showed me, and this carried his date of birth on it which was of interest to me in placing his
existence in time and space. He was born in Ethiopia long before the existence of Eritrea as
an independent nation-state. Within two months his family have lived in three separate
places in Belfast, and now awaited their fourth move. Alzar said that he would prefer to live
around the Ormeau Road area in the south of the city, which he had quickly grown to like.
By the middle of December, Hanna had received her vital national insurance number, and
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Alzar seemed to be relieved, and very pleased at this turn of events. By May, 2012, the
family had completed their fifth home move, and were living contentedly in north Belfast.

Food as a Marker of Identity
In the preceding section, I have attempted to emphasise ways in which a fragmented
identity is an existential reality for a refugee who now resides in a new cultural
environment. Despite having been granted the requisite official 'papers' which indicate
'Limited Leave to Remain'; in order to maintain a sense of identity, specific cultural traits
come to the fore. For example, 'a genuine cuisine has common social roots as it represents
the food of the community' (Mintz 1996: 96). Furthermore, as Goddard (1996: 213) notes,
'food can be regarded as the sensory point of entry into a web of sentiments, memories and
fantasies which largely constitute a sense of identity, as a person, and as a member of
society'.
Alzar was now progressing with his life as a refugee in Belfast and worked twice a week
as a volunteer at a local cafe. I met him again by chance when he was on his coffee break,
and he invited my family to his new home. I accepted his invitation, and went to visit his
family with my two children. At the time, they lived nearby at a secure accommodation
'hostel' (I had to sign my name at a reception point in order to gain access). We sat at the
kitchen table with his four children and wife Hanna, who had cooked a traditional Eritrean
meal for us all, which included injera bread (a large round sour pancake that served as an
'edible plate'). This was further evidence 'that one of the most important ways to express
and to maintain cultural identity is through food habits as it is among the most stable
elements of a culture and is, therefore, often the last thing to change' (Ruud 1998: 179).We
ate the meat stew (known as sebhy), vegetable curry, and beetroot salad with our right
hands. It was certainly very tasty, and filling. Large and multiple helpings is a way of offering
hospitality among many cultures.
The children then enjoyed a platter of chips with tomato sauce as they played a
boisterous game of cards. The occasion was further enlivened with Alizar playing loud
Eritrean music through his camcorder. Thus 'a conscious invention of the homeland was
invented; an imagining of place through food and other sensory practices where "home
cooking" becomes an active creation; a dislocation of place, and a sense of home' (Law
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2001: 276). Their eldest son translated all of the food dishes and some ingredients that they
regularly ate. Hanna showed me some real coffee beans (light red in colour), and also a
traditional coffee jug that is used for coffee ceremonies, and she intimated that next time I
could experience this. Food and drink, especially coffee, are certainly important elements in
many social relationships.
For a refugee, 'the sense of fragmentation and discontinuity caused by displacement finds
expression in the foods from home and is used in this process to provide a sense of stability,
as well as a sense of belonging through the experience of taste' (Petridou 2001: 89-90).
Moreover, food is a prime example of exchanging cultural values. On two separate
occasions, students who attended the free and voluntary English lessons at NICRAS had
brought me dishes that were not only made in their own homes, but simultaneously
represented their national cuisines. Furthermore, each Thursday, a meal was prepared by
NICRAS members at the nearby City Church. I walked up to the church following an English
class with my friends Derek and Hilary. They were unaware of these food events and as we
arrived they assumed that an invitation was needed. We all sat in the large kitchen area at
tables that had been pushed together, and covered with makeshift table cloths. There was a
cheerful and noisy atmosphere which provided a good example of commensality in practice
as there were many nationalities represented. The idea was to make everyone present feel
included and welcome in Belfast.
The food on that occasion had been prepared by Iranian refugees. The two sisters who I
was acquainted with from NICRAS were present, and they informed me that the food was
typical of an Iranian wedding feast. This consisted of rice with pomegranates, an okra dish,
meatballs, salad and marinated baked chicken. Elli said that generally they do not eat a
dessert, but would just have some fruit. Derek said: 'It's the same in Kenya. We eat papaya
or bananas'. Such subjects unite people cross-culturally. My observations give weight to the
possibility that ensues where individuals are confident about discussing familiar gustatory
habits from their homelands, an empathic dialogue ensues. 'The importance of the sensory
in reconnecting and remembering experiences and places one has left behind' (Sutton 2001:
74) cultivates mixed emotions of belonging and non-belonging. After we had finished eating,
I noticed that Hilary was pleased to meet new people who were also N'Debele speakers
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from Zimbabwe. This kind of event helped members of NICRAS to briefly forget overriding
concerns, and to be able to socialise in a safe and conducive atmosphere.
On a separate occasion, I joined a group of refugees from Sudan who meet regularly on a
Friday (analogous to the Western household on a Sunday) in each other's houses in order to
eat and socialise together. A traditional meal consisting of roast chicken pieces, and okra
flavoured/u/tv with chilli sauce, was accompanied by the traditionally local foods of green
salad and sliced white bread. Former place-making practices not only include the telling and
re-telling of stories about the place, but also means the re-creation of familiar features from
the lost environment (Turton 2005: 276). In this way perhaps a refugee's identity becomes
gradually reconfigured at both a conscious, as well a sub-conscious level. For example, the
sliced white bread and salad which had accompanied the Sudanese meal acted as banal
reminders of translocal adaptations to new surroundings.
These acts of commensality emphasised the hybrid nature inherent in globalisation. An
amalgam of food and drink, enjoyed in a suburb of Belfast further emphasises Baumann's
(1999: 117) observation that, 'culture is a dialogical process of making sense with and
through others'. Desai (2010) reminds us that 'perhaps one of the greatest constraints on
studying friendships has been the fear of imposing a "Western” conception of friendship on
other places and people' (see also Reed 2003: 161). Establishing friendships with local
people is a time consuming process for the vast majority of migrants, including refugees and
asylum-seekers, as they attempt to settle into their new surroundings

Individual Agency and Expectation
There is a sense of hope and excitement that migrants experience on leaving their homes of
origin to begin a new life, and hence a very different stage in their lives. The process of
leaving home is difficult and painful, but at first it is mitigated by hopes, dreams and
fantasies of a new life in the affluent West, and yet our imagination is profoundly influenced
by the social context in which we live. The journey to 'a place of safety' begins in the mind
but is enacted with a quest to realise the dream (Agnew 2005: 30, see also Crapanzano
2004: 2, Appadurai 1996). Furthermore, Furnham and Bochner (1986: 174) expounds on
'expectancy-value theories' of migration, whereby fulfilment of those expectations is a
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crucial factor in determining adjustment. Such perceptions foreground the expectation
levels between economic migrants on the one hand and asylum-seekers on the other.
As previously indicated in the section above (p.105-8), agency includes structural features
such as culture, social systems and stratification which all influence to varying degrees
modes of thinking and acting. Social roles which include; being a refugee, unemployed, or
minority ethnic group, set conditions for individual agency but are not determining factors.
The majority of forced migrants in Belfast begin their new lives under restraining
circumstances; restricted as they are by social capital and limited financial assistance.
Nonetheless, there is room and opportunity to manoeuvre within the constraints of 'the
system' (Ortner 1984: 148). Motivation to succeed in their new surroundings can be
affected by memories of family and friends who they have left behind in their original
homelands. Following Ortner (ibid. 155), this analysis provides much of the context for
understanding actors' motives, and the kinds of projects they construct for dealing with
their present situations. The realisation that expectations have been unrealistic was
expressed to be by Moali, who comes from Darfur. He told me about his surprise concerning
the level of unemployment locally, as well as the level of relative poverty in many areas of
Belfast. I had spotted Moali leaving the SHAG building (Chapter 4, p.88, n.19) one day, and
during our brief conversation I enquired as to the whereabouts of his friend, Sadeh, who
had previously been detained and taken to a deportation unit near London. He told me:
Sadeh is now in Leeds. He tell me it is very good there. He is staying in the same asylumseeker house as before (similar to the one he had stayed at in Belfast). I think is much better
in England. Here is no good, the people; it's like a small village, and no chance to get better. I
will learn better English at BMC (local college) for a year and after maybe go to England;
Leeds maybe. Depends on job. Nothing here. Just the same streets to walk around, and no
CV or anything. I work sometime at a place for £35 a day (cash in hand). The man he phones
me when there is work in the warehouse, lifting things and packing. Very difficult to improve
life here, where to start to get money?
Moali is actively seeking solutions to improve his life even though his ambitions and
expectations having been curtailed by the realities of the labour market. There is limited
scope for unskilled and unqualified (or at least, with unrecognised qualifications) employees
in the current economic climate, and a refugee's agency is often circumscribed by these
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conditions. The frustrations of not being able to make progress were further illustrated to
me by Ashe, another Sudanese refugee. He wanted to start an NVQ course in car mechanics,
but needed to be of a certain age and in an apprenticeship with a garage, to be eligible for a
place at the local college. Ashe, who is around thirty years old, used to work as a car
mechanic in Birmingham, and he came over to Belfast to work with a friend who owned a
garage.
Parkin (1999: 305) notes how a lack of preparation when departing from the homeland
makes refugees 'exposed to a vulnerability which is as existential as it is material, the two
being fused, for it is through the skills and objects one may take that one's future may be
given shape'. In this instance, lack of proof of qualifications was hindering Ashe's progress.
After all, the majority of refugees only discovered they were going to the UK after leaving
their countries of origin, and the primary objective was finding a place of safety. I had
helped Ashe complete an application form for a security firm in Belfast. From the CV that he
had compiled, I noticed he had previously been a farm mechanic in Sudan, and that he had
worked in security and cleaning jobs, in addition to being a car mechanic since his time in
the UK. Ashe said: 'I don't need the training, but I do need a certificate to get a job here. I
would like to open a garage here. I found a garage but they want £600 for the first month's
rent'.
Ashe's situation emphasises the contradictions inherent in being consigned to the
periphery of the system, whilst embodying individual agency. Although not enshrined in
legislation, barriers do exist which prevent ethnic minorities from easily gaining a place in
local society. Structural features of economics, politics, as well as the social climate make
achieving self-sufficiency hard for refugees. It could also be possible that the normal
disillusionments of adult life gradually dampen their optimism and expectations: a condition
which may affect any individual. A. P. Cohen (1994: 12) believes 'the state and other
powerful social agencies compel us to compromise our individuality in our dealings with
them by squeezing us into categories'. Furthermore, 'the effect of this constraint is that we
belong to society as members of collective entities rather than as individuals' (ibid). This
would suggest therefore, that compromise is necessary to achieve a satisfactory place in
society. There exists a measure of give and take in order to belong whilst simultaneously
remaining a free individual.
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Referring specifically to the job application form, Cohen believes individuality is
compromised when whoever reviews that application will focus on structural properties
rather than 'the whole man'. Therefore, 'our social membership requires us repeatedly to
belittle ourselves in this way. Individuality and socialness seem to be in contradiction with
each other' (ibid). On the other hand, Rapport (2010: 85) opines: 'Anyone is the term I
would give to that human-individual actor whose intrinsic nature may be described
separately from a description of the details of his or her current cultural milieu, social
standing, structural emplacement, or symbolic categorisation'. Refugees in Belfast are
susceptible to socio-cultural indexing, and to opt out, or 'drop out' as Rapport suggests (ibid:
89), in order to lead a non-structural lifestyle, is not an intentionally realistic option a
refugee can contemplate. In fact, refugees would rather 'drop in' with local societal norms,
and thereby enhance their future prospects.
Ashe and Moali are displaced individuals in terms of their 'refugeeness', and who now
seek to become emplaced. To feel at home, and for Belfast to be that place to call 'where I
live', they need to find gainful employment, or at least to believe that they are making some
kind of progress. Ashe returned to Birmingham toward the end of 2011, but came back
again to Belfast the following year. From the examples given above, a person's identity is
constantly in the process of undergoing change as they seek to improve their lives under
challenging circumstances. In other words, they remain in part culturally connected to their
countries of origin, and yet, as time passes, a sense of self is altered by local cultural norms
and laws, in the formation of hybrid identities.
Living in the Present: Searching for Employment
Refugees who have received the coveted Limited Leave to Remain (LLR) status are aware of
new possibilities. This five year time span offers a measure of security in which to adjust to a
completely different way of life. The extent to which the past continues to inhabit the
present affects individual refugees in their search to establish a satisfactory life in their new
environment. In a sense, the person who waits to move on from the constraints of seeking
asylum views the surrounding movements of local society from the perspective of an
observer. Really being somewhere means to be committed to a place rather than simply an
observer.

116

CHAPTER 5

CHANGING IDENTITY

Sheldrake (2011: 12), referring to some recent writing on the psychology of place, speaks
of participation as a key element in effectively being placed (see Chapter 7). I highlight one
occasion which emphasises this point, but from the perspective of a lack of participation. I
was sitting in the living room with Morris and his flat mates, Abar and Assan, all of whom
originally come from Darfur. I jokingly said to Assan: 'I'm here to visit your paradise'. He
retorted (with a wry smile): 'This is not paradise, this is shit place. It's like a big prison'. I
pointed out the bread crumbs on the window sill, and said, 'just like prisoners do in the
movies' (I was trying to keep the atmosphere light). From the window there is a fine view of
St. Ann's cathedral spire, and the renowned John Hewitt pub was also visible. Belfast life
was going on in the street below, but from this vantage point, the feeling that these
refugees from Sudan were on the margins of local society was palpable.
A relatively comfortable place to stay does not necessarily represent a home, and being
emplaced depends on relationships and memories of the locality as much as on physical
features. Sheldrake (2001: 16) remarks that 'each person effectively reshapes a place by
making his or her story a thread in the meaning of the place and also has to come to terms
with the many layers of story that already exist in a given location'. In this way, the identity
of Belfast is in the process of change, partly due to the effects of migration. In Chapter 4, I
alluded to the fact that 'the task of finding local solutions to globally conceived troubles and
quandaries' (Bauman 2007: 83) increasingly affects all parts of the relatively affluent West,
including places such as Northern Ireland.
By using narrative exposition of individual refugees in Belfast, this section further
elucidates the challenges inherent in the transition from observer to participant in their
continuing quest to fit in to local society. The pragmatic challenges of finding employment
are only part of this experience as their lives are affected not only by current situations, but
also by experiences of the past that continue to inhabit their quotidian existence. I first met
Hammy on the day he was going to report to the UKBA for the final time as he had recently
obtained official refugee status. On this occasion, I accompanied Hammy and his friend Asif
(see above, p.105-8) on their regular trip by bus to the UKBA at Drumkeen House. Hammy
was the first to re-emerge from the building and said:
'I don't have to go back. See your solicitor they tell me'.
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I said to him: 'That must sound really good for you'.
He replied: 'Really good'!
He is already talking about studying English, getting a job, and staying here in Belfast.
'I have a good memory, and so I learn fast'43.

Hammy said that they (the Somalis in Belfast) all make food for each other, and help out
where possible. He also spoke about how nervous he still feels about Shabaab. He told me: I
look out for them still. They could be over here as they look the same as all other Somali. I
tried to reassure him that he was safe over here in Belfast. It was around the same time that
I met Adeh once again who had similarly expressed his concerns regarding Al-Shabaab in the
NICRAS general office. He had received his refugee status the previous week, and he
showed me the copy of his letter from the UKBA. An asylum-seeker was also present, and
despite the uncertainty of her own on-going predicament, I noticed how genuinely
delighted she was for him. He would now be leaving his NASS accommodation at the end of
the month, and move on to accommodation provided by the Housing Executive (see
Chapter 7, p.169).
Sending remittances back to the place of origin serves as another reminder of the
ontological duality facing most refugees in their attempts to settle in a new environment
(see Stalker 2001: 107-112, this thesis Chapter 7, p.186). Remittances are often seen as
evidence of self-help and family loyalty and a reaffirmation of positive cultural traits (Lindley
2010: 15). This sense of duty ties in with cultural loyalty and connects with perceptions of
being here and there. Tilbury (2007: 445, see Lindley 2010) comments on the serious strain
on resources and emotions in the form of financial support for family back in the homeland.
Relatives or friends in their country of origin may have helped them in the past, and their
sense of reciprocal obligation can become a source of shame and embarrassment if they
cannot fulfil that duty. Repaying the smuggler team is another consideration. The linkages
for the individuals mentioned above, between their homes of origin, and their current
situations, cannot be broken in time and space. Morris told me: 'My brother (about 13 years

'Somalis are known throughout the world as a nation of poets, and a people who are masters of the verbal
art. Societies with oral traditions cultivate the art of memory and possess impressive powers of recall' (Lee
Barnes and Boddy 1994: viii).
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old) has a broken leg from football. No hospital, he needs help. I send £7 (from his £103 per
fortnight) a week home. Money transfer do this to anywhere in the world'. In their new
environment, many of their actions are therefore tempered with thoughts and reasons for
leaving the homeland.
Khalid, who comes from Liberia, lost his father when he was just ten years old during civil
conflict in his homeland. With no money available to pay for his schooling he worked
mostly on fishing boats with his uncle until he left for Ireland around fourteen years ago. At
the time of my fieldwork, Khalid was around fifty years old and struggled to read or write
effectively. He has a wife and four grown up children back in his home city of Monrovia
whom he would like to bring to his new home town of Belfast. Khalid, who possesses an
Irish passport, finds regular work hard to come by due to his illiteracy and eye problems
contracted in a boating accident in Liberia.
Khalid regularly visits an African food shop on the Ormeau Road in south Belfast where he
can converse with friends in his own dialect; a form of Pidgin English widely understood in
West Africa. He likes to buy foods that are both cheap and serve as a comforting reminder
of his homeland, namely Liberia. He jokingly told me, 'I make fufu, it's like a stew you make
with plantain, meat or fish and makes me strong'. His disposition is similar to many other
individuals living in challenging circumstances, and a long way from their original
homelands, that I have met. Despite the hardships and challenges of homesickness beyond
the imaginings of most people in Northern Ireland, they remain personable, resourceful, and
accepting of the reality of their situation.
I accompanied Khalid to a job agency where he stated that: 'I have to work hard in Africa.
No work means no food. We take a job on the spot without form filling. That's the way it is'.
The general consensus is to earn some money in Northern Ireland and either help, or
preferably be re-united with some members of their family. Tsuda (2003: 227) states that,
'remittances are not purely economic transactions; they are a form of "symbolic capital"
through which migrants abroad express and articulate feelings of familial responsibility and
authority and therefore maintain close social and emotional ties with those back home' (cf.
Akanle and Olutayo 2012). In the meantime, members of the refugee community in Belfast
regularly socialise in their various language groups and lead an enforced quiet and subdued
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life. Having the requisite 'papers' therefore enables individual agency, but it would appear
that expectations need to be tempered.

Making Progress
Morris was gradually becoming disillusioned about the prospects of finding a job, despite his
best efforts. He looks at the job vacancies Webpages at Jobseekers, as well as regular
meetings at a local employment agency, but with no success. Furthermore, he told me that
there had been a change in the method of obtaining funding for English language courses at
local colleges. Due to the wide ranging government cut-backs, this had become more
complicated to access. I decided to contact Morris again to see how he was progressing with
his new life as a refugee with LLR status. I visited him at his flat in the SHAC Housing
Association building in the city centre. The place looked clean and tidy as I took a seat in the
living room, and he told me all about the Prince's Trust course which he had recently
attended:
After sixteen years, I was the first African guy on the course in Northern Ireland. The other
guys had no idea about geography or what asylum is all about. It was really very good. At
first, everyone was not speaking to each other, but in the end we were all good friends. We
went to the continental market together on the last day and drank beer together. Some of
them were crying and sorry to leave. There was lots of team challenges and a sleepover
outdoor active week in Ballymena, and in Leeds in England. I met three guys from Sudan
over there, but they only speak English as they were born there. The course is about
preparing young people for work. I got experience at Lagan Backpackers hostel, you know,
near the City Church, cleaning and working on reception. I get a good reference from there.
Another time we sold cakes for a charity event. It was five days a week and I came off
Jobseekers as they (Prince's Trust) pay you some money. I start another course in January. I
think with more certificates and references I can get passport sooner, I will 'just' need the
£800. Everyday only speaking English is much better for me.

Morris's narrative helps to show the nexus which connects identity with modes of
emplacement as he invests specific places, both in Northern Ireland, and in England, with
significance both for himself and for others. Although many of his experiences with the
Prince's Trust took place outside Belfast, he appeared more confident in his self-belief that
he possesses the capacity to achieve something worthwhile. After two years, Morris has
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realised through his social relationships that refugee status entails a right to social benefits,
but how that is often a road leading to perpetual unemployment.
During our conversation I remarked to him on the fact that I had seldom seen any family
photographs, or any other images or material items inside the majority of refugee's homes
in Belfast. With that in mind, Morris went to his bedroom and returned with a handful of
family photographs that had been sent by a friend of his. He proceeded to point out his twin
sister and younger brother, as well as some other people that he knew from his homeland.
He was obviously happy and proud to show me the images, but also expressed his
disappointment that another envelope containing more family pictures had been lost
somewhere. He had never received them in fact. However, he did inform me that he
phoned home on a regular basis, and was thus able to keep abreast of the all-important
local gossip and news. He evidently cherished these reminders of his homeland, but rather
than seeing the intimate photographs as mere nostalgia, he uses them as motivational,
giving him the fortitude and ambition to succeed in the place he happens to be located.
Charles Taylor (quoted in Crapanzano 2004: 7) believes the social imaginary 'is not a set of
ideas, rather it is what enables, through making sense of, the practices of a society'. The
extent to which home can be simply understood as the place you come from is challenged
by Morris's individual agency. He shows that home is made and remade on an everyday
basis through strategies of overcoming alienation and becoming part of local society
through his own aptitude. His original home has not been irrevocably lost in time and space.
He recognises that his relationship to that place has changed, but Morris now feels
empowered to make that change a positive experience. His sense of arrival in a new
environment illustrates how 'social relations-in-process' account for the differences in
people's ability to successfully remake home (Jansen and Lofving 2009: 13-17, see Chapter
7).
Morris was able to update me with the situation of other mutual friends in the Sudanese
community. In addition to Ashe going back to Birmingham to work as a car mechanic, Assan
had recently finished a six month stint working in a chicken processing factory in County
Tyrone. His other flat-mate Abar, had found work cleaning at a nearby shopping mall over
the Christmas period. We were then joined by two other friends who arrived at the flat. Jal
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told me that he worked part-time for a security firm whenever big events are staged in and
around Belfast. He also told me that he had been studying political science in Sudan before
he decided that he had to leave the country, and he is looking at the possibilities of further
education in Belfast. I asked him whether he felt at home in Belfast, to which he replied:
Yes. The longer I stay, the more I feel at home here. I have many friends from the local
community. It helped when I was one of the first INP (Inclusive Neighbourhood Project, see
Chapter 6, p.141) facilitators when I got to meet a lot of good people from here.
I was introduced to someone that I had not met before. It turned out that he was a young
man from Darfur's capital city, Al Fasher, who had received refugee status shortly after
arriving in Northern Ireland. I was shown out by Morris just as another Sudanese man was
arriving for the food that was in the process of being cooked. Morris walked with me to
where my car was parked and I mentioned how there must still be on-going problems in
Darfur if his friend had been granted asylum after his first substantial interview. He replied:
Yes there is some. Of course it's nice to have friends who come and visit but I really want my
own place to live in. No good speaking all the time with friends in here as always talking our
own languages. I need to get more points for my own place (see Chapter 7, p.169, n.54) but I
don't know how.
I responded that he was progressing slowly but at least going in the right direction. 'You just
have to be patient', I said. I noticed that his fluency in English had improved, and his desire
to integrate fully into local society was marked. Morris moved to Manchester early in 2012.
As I have indicated above, a sense of place is developed through various forms of social
relations linked through the interaction of structure and agency. Individual refugees employ
what can be termed emplacement strategies in their attempts to embed themselves in new
socio-economic and cultural environments. In this sense their actions should be considered
as proactive and goal-oriented (Korac 2009: 1-3). Perhaps these strategies are only feasible
for a refugee with the requisite and minimal LLR status. For example, Kaymo had told me
that he had received a letter recently stating that he had been listed for official refugee
status which obviously delighted him. He had been working as a volunteer at a local cafe
which had given him more experience as he was a chef in his former homeland in Kuwait
City. Moreover, this looked impressive on his CV and enabled him to be given a job
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reference. He said: 'The local jobcentre will help with my CV and I want to start a chef
course when I can'.
Kaymo displayed ambition and impatience to achieve a better life and was certainly going
the right way about it. When I met him the following week he had put in an application at a
local restaurant. I later discovered that he had not been successful, and yet a few months
later his patience and persistence had reaped dividends when he procured a catering
position at a retirement home in a Belfast suburb. Sheldrake (2001: 9-10, cf. Auge 1997)
notes that, 'unlike non-place, place has three essential characteristics; it engages with our
identity, with our relationships, and with our history.' Firstly, a sense of home seems to be
vital if human identities are not to be dispersed and fragmented. Secondly belonging
involves both a connection to specific places and also our existence within networks of
stable relationships, and third, home is more than simply where we originate. For the
refugees mentioned in this section, they have already moved on from seeking asylum to
become residents in Northern Ireland. In time, the goal is to become a person who is no
longer categorised as a refugee (or asylum-seeker as the case may be), but an individual
whose identity has broken free from any socio-cultural indexing.

CONCLUSION
I began this chapter by reflecting on ways in which the anthropology of the emotions can
prove beneficial when analysing why individual identity becomes increasingly multifaceted
and complex due to forced migration. I have emphasised in this chapter how narratives of
the present have the past woven through them. Becker et al (1999: 332) refer to these
stories as examples of memory work which compose part of the effort to bring about the
cohesiveness of the self. I have shown ways in which memory can prompt new forms of
identity creation in the present, and how the rewriting of home and belonging, nostalgia,
and a sense of loss are all connected to this transformative phase (see Hua 2005: 200).
Moreover, 'the hermeneutic of place progressively reveals new meaning in a kind of
conversation between topography, memory and the presence of particular people at any
given moment' (Sheldrake 2001: 17). This chapter has also shown how cultural identity is a
matter of becoming as well as of being. It has also given further substance in showing that
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rather than being bound to an essentialised past, identity is constantly changing, adapting,
and re-inventing itself.
Ethnographic narratives by individual refugees from Sudan, Eritrea, and Somalia provided
an insight into the ontological effects of displacement. These people displayed the kind of
fortitude and sensibilities required to formulate future plans whilst simultaneously putting
in place adequate coping strategies in an unfamiliar environment. Rapport and Dawson
(1998: 27-8, see Chapter 7, p.170) talk of a conceptual shift that one can be at home in
movement; that movement can be one's home, and how one's identity is formed on the
move. An individual is not at home in a thing or place, but in a life being lived in movement,
in an untold story. The fragments of a story are nonetheless reassembled for Asif as he acts
on his circumstances. A different identity gradually emerges from his experiences and
affiliations that have been divested over time. In other words he has gone from Somali
youth to a person with eight years' experience of living in the UK which has witnessed a
change in his English accent, as well as his Somali personhood. On the other hand, Alizar has
moved from traumatised political prisoner in Africa, but who is currently a father with
children at schools in Belfast and a new baby born in his new city of residence.
Expectation of a better life with gainful employment was shown to be a big challenge for
the majority of refugees. Therefore, in an unstable and disorienting environment, food and
commensality remains an important reminder and source of comfort of a person's culture
and identity. Food and commensality are shown to be performative acts capable of
enjoining intersubjective and empathic dialogue. Hospitality in the private space of the
home, and commensal sharing in the public domain are both indicative of emplacement. For
a refugee living in an unfamiliar and often disorienting environment, social events are a
stabilising and welcome occurrence that helps to ground a person's emotional well-being.
Moreover, the chapter illustrated that identity is not a primordial given once and for all, but
rather how it changes and transforms throughout a person's lifetime. The refugees and
asylum-seekers mentioned are not necessarily transformed as people, but their conscious
decisions means that circumstances, relationships, and expectations are altered as they
become differently placed and oriented to the social mores of Northern Ireland/UK.
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It is axiomatic that one's identity cannot be simply discarded, but must naturally be
carried on one's journey through life. Nonetheless, home for the migrant is continually
reprocessed through the present. The double notion of home which has been emphasised in
this chapter refers to the enduring emotional linkages between the past and the present
that remain in place despite the circumstances of displacement. Identity need not be fixed
in a still centre (a home, or place) outside oneself. In my experiences with refugees and
asylum-seekers in Belfast, Rapport and Dawson's theory of home found in movement is to
romanticise the existential realities of their abrupt severing of the past, and the trauma of
forced migration. The individuals that are featured in this thesis have all made it to a place
far away from their original homes. Rapport and Dawson (1998: 21) argue that the concept
of home acts as the environment where one best knows oneself, and where one's selfidentity is best grounded. An individual's identity therefore, that derives from fixity in a
familiar social environment, becomes fragmented and disoriented by the suddenness of the
flight into exile. If identity is inseparable from the awkward concept of community, the
extent to which the changing identities of refugees and asylum-seekers feel as though they
belong among the host community/communities in Belfast will be further explored in the
following chapter. That chapter will look in more depth at the idea of 'community' and
multiculturalism as it relates to Northern Ireland.
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BELFAST as MULTICULTURAL CITY?

Introduction
Multicultural society is not a patchwork of five or ten fixed cultural identities, but an elastic
web of crosscutting and always mutually situational, identifications. Secondly, if we think of
culture as a discursive process, rather than an inventory of rules, we can avoid which cultural
values can be recognised as valid and which can be rejected. (Baumann 1999: 118)
This chapter pays heed to the above quotation and further examines the context of the
everyday experiences of refugees and asylum-seekers in Northern Ireland. It asks: in what
ways do the UK, and more specifically Northern Ireland, as bounded territorial entities affect
their ability to settle into their new environment? The chapter looks at the theme of
multiculturalism by using empirical insights gained during fieldwork. This will serve to
illustrate the dynamic and experiential social realities of a number of refugees and asylumseekers on the streets of Belfast.
The first section focuses on the concept of multiculturalism and how this might affect the
refugee community in Belfast. Rattansi (2011: 12) defines multiculturalism as 'policies by
central states and local authorities that have been put in place to manage and govern the
new multi-ethnicity created by non-white immigrant populations, after the end of the
Second World War'. In relation to Northern Ireland in the twenty first century, 'the 2001
census was significant in that it was the first to openly engage with the issue of multicultural
diversity in the region because it contained a question on ethnic diversity' (McDermott
2011: 82). Interestingly, this was the same year as the terrorist attack on New York City
which heralded the beginnings of 'the war on terror'. Castles (2011: 25) comments that
'multiculturalism and the war on terror could not coexist as government policies. Those
governments that had embraced multiculturalism in the past in name now changed their
rhetoric and spoke of "integration"...and "social cohesion'".
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Next, I consider the daily challenges faced by members of NICRAS by looking at some
activities and tensions which exist within the boundaries and potentialities of community.
These two sections discuss some theoretical arguments in relation to place; a core theme in
establishing whether a refugee can find somewhere to call home. The nascent 'community'
building of Somali and Sudanese refugees in Belfast is useful in studying 'bottom-up
community construction'. I examine the fluid nature of belonging to a putative community
where refugees and asylum-seekers' identities are played out and negotiated within, and
without, the parameters of boundary constructions. Social relationships and networks,
often politically and ideologically informed, coalesce in these constructions to produce
heterogeneous groups of people. Symbols initiate meaning for the majority of people, and
by coming together in social interaction individual refugees feel some reassurance that they
are not alone in society. In this way, perhaps a community of like-minded people evolves,
and revolves, around specific symbols.
I then discuss some aspects of cross-cultural interaction as a prelude to the populist and
contemporary move toward improved social cohesion and integration that was overtly
emphasised at a seminar I attended during fieldwork. Despite their intentions and
objectives, the effective implementation of the Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI)
consultation process instigated by the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister
(OFMDFM of the Northern Ireland Assembly at Stormont) in 2010 appears to have stalled.
The chapter looks further at interculturalism which is shown to be a proactive cross
community engagement with the intention of promoting policy which promotes equality for
all those who live in Northern Ireland and share the social resources provided within their
own areas/ 'communities'.
The two sections on this theme continue to explore where the asylum-seeker in
particular fits into the new cohesion/integration paradigm. With the homogenising
influence of globalisation, it is feasible that cultural differences are not as wide, nor as hard
to bridge, as in former times. The CSI process is useful when analysing the perceived failures
of multiculturalism in Britain and encourages opportunities for improved social interaction
between migrants and the settled population in Northern Ireland. Refugees and asylumseekers are in a uniquely vulnerable situation as they re-establish their lives in an unfamiliar
and disorienting social environment. I analysis some of the theoretical and political
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dimensions that are involved if different peoples from an array of cultural backgrounds can
successfully build a progressive society. It goes on to explore the populist mood that points
toward cross-community sharing, cohesion, and integration, in a conscious move away from
the trend of separate ethnic groups living in diasporic enclaves.
The production of both local and translocal activities increasingly occurs within the system
of nation-states which provides the primary context for citizenship. In the next part of the
chapter, the reification of the nation-state is highlighted as being pivotal to the anxieties it
produces in the mind-set of non-citizens such as refugees and asylum-seekers. Ang (2011:
29) believes this is a consequence of 'the entrenched position of the nation-state, in both
theory and practice, as the privileged unit of sovereign identity and agency'. The insecurity
engendered by the strong desire of citizenship is illustrated by a variety of individuals at
NICRAS as they continue to seek ways in which to establish their lives in Northern Ireland. If
contemporary political opinion in much of the UK means that social cohesion is promulgated
by an increased attachment to British cultural mores, where does that leave minority groups
in a Northern Irish context? In other words, if the goal is successful integration, should
migrants to the region attach themselves to British, Irish, or perhaps Northern Irish symbols
of culture? Such is the conundrum of life in Northern Ireland that integrating more
enthusiastically into one of the two dominant traditions, namely unionist or nationalist,
could have the effect of alienating that person from 'the other side'. The final section looks
briefly at some empirical evidence that shows some of the ways in which individual refugees
and asylum- seekers are in the process of integrating and adapting to the realities of life in a
new country.
Muliculturalism and Northern Ireland. Belfast as Cosmopolitan City?

Nic Craith (2002: 187) notes, 'there has always been an international dimension to life in
Northern Ireland. The region has never operated as an isolated identity. Its people are
cosmopolitan and they have made many significant international contributions'.
Nonetheless, only groups can be cosmopolitan and no city can be described as totally
cosmopolitan. This section concentrates on Belfast as a modern multicultural city, but not
necessarily as a place that affects a cosmopolitan outlook. I have previously mentioned
(Chapter 2, 36-8) that refugees and asylum-seekers are scattered across the city where they
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live in accommodation provided from a variety of sources. This section looks at some of the
political dimensions of ethnic diversity and national unity that affects these people in
Northern Ireland. The rubric of multiculturalism, 'broadly speaking describes the existence
of different cultures within a state. It is the tolerance and acceptance of this difference that
lies at the core of multicuituralism's policy prescriptions' (Hassan 2009: 10).
The majority of a vast body of literature in the UK on multiculturalism focuses on the levels
of social and residential segregation which has become prevalent in many British cities. Over
the years, government policy has regularly shifted its rhetorical position on multiculturalism.
This has been noted by Joppke (2004, quoted in Phillips 2007: 4), who recognises 'a “seismic
shift" from a language of multiculturalism to one of civic integration'. Social science now
takes issue with the notion of culture itself when represented as a falsely homogenising
reification. For example, Phillips (2007: 9) states that, 'culture is now widely employed in a
discourse that denies human agency, defining individuals through their culture, and treating
culture as the explanation for virtually everything they say or do'. In its present form, the
refugee and asylum-seekers in Belfast are represented by more than twenty different
nationalities, and with separate ethnic groupings living in distinct areas of the city very much
in its infancy.
NICRAS is constantly changing in its composition, and thus reflects the fluid, ephemeral,

and universal nature of the asylum experience. If the essentialist view of culture has been
largely undermined within anthropological discourse, Daniel (2002: 280) reminds us that
'we can no longer, especially in refugee studies, take the meaning of community for granted
either...we cannot take it to be a community in stasis, fixed in time and place'. In order to
ground the discourse which surrounds multiculturalism and its impact on refugees and
asylum-seekers within the social milieu of Belfast, the remainder of this section focuses on
my observations at the Cohesion, Sharing, and Integration (CSI) talk which I attended in
October 2010, at the premises of the City Church in south Belfast. It needs to be emphasised
that the CSI document has never been sanctioned as official government policy. It was only
a government discussion document which has since been abandoned. Nonetheless, the
general respect for the promotion of diversity which has the potential to make a
contribution to the promotion of good relations in Northern Ireland (McDermott 2011; 768) is still very much open to discussion. This is reflected in Section 75 of the Northern Ireland
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Act (1998) which highlighted the legal basis upon which public agencies on Northern Ireland
are duty bound to work. The actual policy documents are in fact later out workings of that
legal requirement. Furthermore, the Racial Equality Strategy for Northern Ireland (OFMDFM
2005-2010: 6) provides a framework that 'will allow us; to tackle racial inequalities in
Northern Ireland and to open up opportunity for all; to eradicate racism and hate
crime...and the strategy should benefit all who live in Northern Ireland'. Section 75 of the
Northern Ireland Act promotes due regard to the equality of opportunity between persons
of different religious belief, political opinion, racial group, age, marital status or sexual
orientation (OFMDFM). All laudable objectives that intend to strengthen human rights as
part of the continuing peace process.
The convenor of the seminar explained the meaning of the Northern Ireland CSI
document published by OFMDFM, 20 1044. The policy sets out how the people of Northern
Ireland might live together in the future. The questions put forward to NICRAS members
(there were around twenty present with many nationalities represented) centred on this
issue: 'What do you think about this idea for local communities, which relates primarily to
good relations and equality?' A Somali interpreter then translated for several Somalis in the
audience. The main aims of the policy are manifold: though principally it is about changes
for people in local society, and the most effective methods in forming a strong society which
will give equal opportunities for all of its stakeholders. The convenor espoused the view that
it is worthy as an aspiration, but the practicalities and reality may take some time to filter
through.
As Phillips (2007: 13) notes, '"misguided” ways of practicing multiculturalism are seen as
promoting a separatism that makes it harder for people to see themselves as belonging to
the same national community'. This becomes a particularly complex issue in the context of
Northern Ireland, where two self-professed cultural traditions and two 'national
communities' vie for political power and recognition. Referring to Denmark, but most
relevant to Northern Ireland, Kaegard (2011: 470-1) notes that 'becoming a multicultural
country may be particularly problematic for such a formerly homogenous society'. This may

44 The drafting of this document by OFMDFM in 2006 was originally entitled: 'Shared Future-Policy and
Strategic Framework for Good relations in Northern Ireland' and was originally published in 2005. The name
has now been dropped in favour of a new title, 'Cohesion, Sharing and Integration' (OFMDFM 2010).
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seem a contradiction in terms. However, despite being a divided society, the demographics
of Northern Ireland in general, and Belfast in particular, points to an overwhelmingly white
society. Kaegard goes on to question whether it is possible to change a formerly
homogenous state into a multicultural one without losing its cohesion. This raises the
question whether Northern Ireland has in fact two separate socially cohesive societies and
whether the arrival of its new migrants can bridge the gap, or if they will co-exist within the
interstices of the two main traditions.
Further questions which relate directly to local refugees and asylum-seekers were of this
nature: 'Does this document meet our needs? Will this strategy work for us? For example,
issues pertaining to shared and not shared places, spaces, and services were highlighted.
The convenor gave the example of west, and east Belfast, where many of the inhabitants
belong to separate 'national communities', namely Irish and British respectively. Although
Phillips is not referring specifically to the Northern Irish context, it is worth quoting her
statement that, 'they (she is writing about the settled inhabitants) may be less willing to
support social justice programmes that involve a redistribution of resources from some
parts of the society to others' (2007: 13). At one stage of the meeting, the convenor asked:
'Are refugees', as well as locals' needs being met? There is a natural envy in people if they
perceive others in their 'community' being given more of something; better housing
assistance, other benefits, or just more time' (see section on deservingness. Chapter 8,
P-187).
The refugees and asylum-seekers present at the meeting expressed an overwhelming
desire to become part of any social justice programmes that may improve their own
integration and belonging in local society, and thereby improving their quality of life.
Furthermore, the CSI document raised these questions:
How can I express my culture in Northern Ireland? Racial equality and 'hate crime' fall within
this bracket.
How can we have a safe community?
How to communicate the message?
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What does culture mean? The aim is to understand each other's cultures across the whole
(Belfast) community.
What is a secure community?
How do we build up people's skills to achieve this?
How do we promote each other's rights and respect, both at work, and in the wider society?
We were divided into small groups and asked to come up with some ideas of how such
aspirations could be actualised. I mentioned that perhaps community halls could be used for
ethnic food events, with sport and music being other possibilities. These activities can have
a unifying quality that cuts across socio-cultural boundaries. Lorraine, a refugee from
Cameroon spoke about better access to adult education classes. She had been studying
gardening projects at the local Women's College in Belfast. Better awareness of
volunteering opportunities for refugees was another idea that came to the fore, as well as
training and understanding within a community-wide context, where dialogic
communication and information helps to break down fear of the Other. For example, the St.
Patrick's Day parade in Belfast included a contribution from NICRAS members. If Belfast can
become a more cosmopolitan city, perhaps 'the issue is not so much whether minority
groups are able to obtain space, but more crucially what they are able to do within the
space' (Nagle 2009: 113).
The theme of integration into local society was further accentuated under the political
rubric: 'Big Society', a slogan coined by David Cameron's Coalition government which
became prominent at the time of my fieldwork4j. The ambitious initiative was to encourage
more members of society to seek ways in which to contribute to their local communities.
Principally, that involved individuals volunteering their time in a range of activities and
projects in the hope of forging a more effective and socially cohesive society. Refugees and
asylum-seekers are very much a part of the internal dynamics of inclusion and exclusion and
serve as a reminder of how the complexities of modern society interconnect the global, the
national, and the local. In my experience, members of NICRAS appear to yearn for the
opportunity to play their part in the social relations that form inclusiveness to a locality.

45 It is not my intention in this chapter to link the vague political slogan, 'Big Society', with any success or
otherwise of refugees and asylum-seekers who try to integrate within the milieu of Belfast.
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Brief case studies in this chapter show that individuals and community groups are likely to
be socially integrated in some respects and disintegrated in others.
'Big Society', however, goes further than the construction of distinctive social groups and
their efforts in helping one another in a bounded totality. One of its core principles
concerned volunteering, which supposedly cuts across any perceived notions of the class
divide. The term is another method in which to gradually phase out multiculturalism with a
new politics of diversity, and with new ideas about building social relations in open and fast
changing societies. Castles (2011: 26) comments that 'such ideas are not likely to come from
theoretical reflection, but may perhaps emerge from the everyday praxis of living together
in multi-ethnic cities'.
With reference to empowering some of its members, a NICRAS affiliated Arabic language
interpreter mentioned how these issues could be further discussed and improved upon at
the weekly 'Islamic school', which is held at the Belfast mosque. The convenor at the CSI
seminar emphasised that the word 'culture' is thematic throughout the document.
Furthermore, she noted certain issues which needed to be addressed in relation to
community divisiveness. These include: sectarianism, racism and vulnerable groups,
interculturalism46 (her term, see p.141 below), as opposed to multiculturalism, and
supporting local communities and people, irrespective of status. She then asked: 'Who has
the right to all of this?' Should asylum-seekers be treated the same as an ordinary citizen if
they comply with the regulations set out for them?' However, it must be remembered that
asylum-seekers have not been formerly granted entrance to the UK, and therefore do not
have any form of legal resident status. For example, my friend Asif, the young man from
Somalia who is still in the process of seeking asylum after eight years, once told me: 'I really
don't feel like I'm living here'. The following section examines in more detail some strategies
available for asylum-seekers and refugees which may lead to a sense of belonging and
emplacement.

Rattansi (2011:152) describes the key point of interculturalism as: 'Instead of a mere celebration of diversity
and different cultures as in versions of classic multiculturalism, what is involved here is the positive
encouragement of encounters between different ethnic and faith groups and the setting up of dialogues and
joint activities'.
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The Complexity of Community
The very word 'community' itself is problematic when attempting to describe groups of
people. It can be argued (Poole 2006: 14-41) that by constructing and concretising separate
communities in society, we run the risk of alienating and othering that particular group of
people from the majority 'mainstream' population who are then considered exemplars of
how it should be. It could be said that those individuals who make up, for instance, the
Somali, Sudanese, Iranian, or Zimbabwean 'community' in Belfast have the minimal succour
of interacting with each other. In contrast, one or two asylum-seekers stood out in my
fieldwork as being anomalous. One African asylum-seeker told me: 'I met just one (from
same ethnic group), and he lives in Armagh. I have been in contact with others on Facebook
in England but it is not the same as meeting people face to face'. The distance of their
original homes, combined with a yearning for effective communication in their own
language, can be an alienating experience for an individual. These individuals do not have
the comfort, or support structures, of a religion to fall back on for emotional support. They
have no compatriots to share what they called the same sense of humour about life in
Africa, nor do they have any form of cultural stimulation that they have been familiar with.
If the old adage that, 'no man is an island' is true, then I believe that a small minority come
close to this maxim as they seek to integrate into local society in spite of their precarious
legal situation as asylum-seekers. Nonetheless, their ability to speak fluent English is
undoubtedly a saving grace in their predicament.
In many ways a community is recognised as any group with a shared lifestyle, ethos, aims
and beliefs, and thus a group of individuals who come together for specific purposes. One
morning, I had arranged to meet Eddie in his self-contained flat near the city centre. The
conversation on that occasion focused on individual agency among members of the
Sudanese 'community' in Belfast. He told me:
I see (Sudanese) people in the street and always say, 'Salem Aleykum', but it should be made
easier if there was a place to go. There are about one hundred and sixty-five Sudanese
people now in the general Belfast area. I know most of them. About seventy five per cent
are from Darfur. Posters in Bryson and NICRAS could direct them. The members would pay a
subscription for a community centre and help to pay for the cost of rent.
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We discussed further how a new community centre could advise on asylum issues:
finding employment, the benefit system, and volunteering opportunities. As previously
mentioned, pragmatic action at the local level, and seen as a mode of integration was linked
at the time of my fieldwork to the incumbent Coalition government's political concept of
the 'Big Society'. There was general optimism that funding assistance for these kinds of
activities could be accessed. The formation and endurance of ethnic groups will be
discussed in greater depth later in this chapter. This section is more concerned with the
practicalities involved in the vague political term 'Big Society', and ways in which this was
played out among refugees and asylum-seekers. Amit and Rapport (2002: 22-23) state how
'personal social networks are not simply the means for the creation of organised
communities. Such networks operate in their own right and on distinctive terms'47. As far as
Eddie was concerned, his idea of a community centre would exist as a place which conveys
information to its members in order to empower them with the necessary knowledge in
helping themselves to progress in local society. In this format, the centre would be more
than an 'imagined community' stretching beyond the immediate experience of any of its
particular members, as the Sudanese people in Belfast are mostly personally acquainted
with each other.
Searching for suitable premises with the aim of establishing a base to form a coherent
community structure is only the start of this complex process. As A. P. Cohen notes (1985:
16), 'the quintessential referent of community is that its members make, or believe they
make, a similar sense of things either generally or with respect to specific and significant
interests'. My friend Eddie told me candidly that the majority of Sudanese would like to see
a different form of leadership than what they had at present, and hence there was to be a
vote in the near future in order to elect a new leader. The recently formed Sudanese
Community Association Northern Ireland (SCANI) was actively searching for new premises at
the time of my fieldwork research, and Eddie was evidently a well-respected figure within
the nascent, though growing Sudanese 'community'.

'The essential distinction of “networks”, the name selected these days to replace the old-fashioned ideas,
believed to be out-dated, of "community” or "communion", is precisely this right to unilateral termination'
(Baumann and Donskis 2013:15).
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I noted above that a community can be construed as any group with a shared lifestyle,
aims and beliefs (and symbols). I noticed division between Arabic speakers who originate
from the North/Khartoum areas, and those from the African speaking areas of Darfur. In
fact, Morris intimated to me that he would like to see a separate group forming alongside
the Sudanese/Khartoum initiated one (possibly this is connected to the leader's general
unpopularity, as he originates from the Arabic speaking north and is not a refugee).
Furthermore, Morris had told me how he had been disparaged in the company of other
Sudanese for stating that English is his second language, after Zaghawa, with Arabic coming
in third place. 'I am not an Arab, so why speak it?' Morris was not the sole Darfuri I met who
told me that their family/ grandparents would scold them for speaking Arabic in the home.
Morris believed that ethnic groups such as the Dinka and Azande in the south of Sudan are
in agreement with the Darfuris on the cultural and political importance of this culturallanguage issue.
Ethnic identity would, therefore, appear to remain strong, and which illustrates the
complexities of community building. Specific ethnic groups consider themselves authentic
African Sudanese, but never Arabic (the war has involved precisely these issues). Eriksen
(1993: 173) notes how 'actual group membership may be open to situational negotiation, it
may be ascribed by a dominant group, or the group may form a separate ethnic category'.
The tensions that Morris expressed to me are a microcosm of Sudanese politics, and his
comments left me with a better understanding of the perceived Arabic speaking hegemony
that exists way beyond its borders. For example, a native Arabic speaker who originates
from the Khartoum area had once said to me: 'I blame the rebel fighters in Darfur for the
violence and the government crackdown. The word Janjawiid is a bit of a joke. It's just a
general name'. A united front remains crucial however, when considering 'the decline in
support for multiculturalism which has provided a convenient excuse to reduce government
commitment to furnishing public funds on multicultural initiatives' (Nagle 2009: 174).
At this stage it is worth repeating Geertz's (1975: 5) statement that 'man is an animal
suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun...These webs constitute culture'.
Behaviour is found to be meaningful by acts of interpretation, and social interaction is
contingent upon such interpretation. The challenges outlined above bring into sharp relief
issues which are familiar to all Sudanese refugees. As A. P. Cohen (1985: 17) states:
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'Different people oriented to the same phenomenon are likely to differ from each other in
certain respects in their interpretations of it'. As noted earlier in this chapter, individuals are
not entrapped within a particular culture, but are active agents capable of formulating their
own subjective strategies.
I accompanied a recently arrived asylum-seeker from Darfur to the temporary Sudanese
'community rooms', which were situated immediately below the NASS offices at Bryson
House in south Belfast. I spotted a leaflet that stated the aims of SCANI. It read: 'To work to
enhance diversity and good relations in Northern Ireland, and to develop the participation
of the Sudanese people in all aspects of social, cultural, economic and public life'. Another
leaflet advertised the forthcoming Sudanese music evening:
We aim to bring together all people from Sudan who are living in Northern Ireland (and to
invite people from N. Ireland and other nationalities resident here) to a celebration and
social event. SCANI would like to invite the well-known musician, Omar Ihsas to Belfast. He
will perform his music to members of the Sudanese Community and also to people from N.
Ireland. He is a well-known Darfuri artist and works on peace and reconciliation in Sudan by
bringing people together.
I attended this cultural event at the Crescent Arts Centre in south Belfast with my family.
There was a good atmosphere, and a professionally lit stage with excellent acoustics. We sat
at a table with Morris and his Somali friend, Asif. Morris interpreted the words sung by the
musician. Essentially, it was all about Darfuri nationalism which Morris relayed to us with
evident pride. According to Morris, the Sudanese government is not happy with Omar Ihsas
travelling the world as they are worried about what he might say. Before making his entry
on the stage, he was introduced by a compatriot who said: 'He is from Darfur, which is a
region where the people are simple (in a positive sense), hospitable, and the essence of
what a good Sudanese person represents'. Morris embodied those sentiments as he went to
fetch food and drink for us, and generally went out of his way to make my family feel
welcome and included. I recognised a number of people in the audience, many of whom
were Sudanese, but there were also Somalis present, as well a few locals from Belfast.
I was impressed by the effort that all of the refugees had gone to, as they all looked very
smart, with a few of them dressed in traditional Sudanese garments. Some of the men took
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it in turns to dance and socialise in a semi-circle around the performer, and this added to
the all-embracing atmosphere of the event. There were also a few doctors with their
extended families present, along with other professional people from Sudan, who live in
various parts of N. Ireland, and I asked Morris whether they helped out with refugees. He
replied that they were too busy, and that he did not see them at all in Belfast, which
emphasised the disparate composition of the Sudanese living in Northern Ireland. More
presciently, he said: 'This all reminds me of home', and it was obvious that he, and many
others present, were emotional, nostalgic, and in complex ways homesick for all the good
things that they missed from their home land. He mentioned that he really missed his twin
sister, and how they were in regular contact with each other by phone. Stoller (1997: 85, 59)
notes that, 'embodiment is not primarily textual, nor is it principally a text; rather it is
consumed by a world filled with smells, textures, sights, sounds, and tastes, all of which
spark cultural memories'. I was only able to stay for a short while, but I later discovered that
the event had lasted until past midnight, and it sounded as though it had all been a
resounding success.
From this event, it is possible to conclude 'that community comes to represent the social
milieu to which people say they most belong; community, its members often believe, is the
best arena for the nourishing of their whole selves' (Rapport and Overing 2000: 63). I have
also indicated that although members of a diaspora recognise important differences among
themselves, they also suppose themselves to be more like each other than members of
other diasporic groups. 'Membership unites them in their opposition, both to each other,
and to those "outside". It thereby constitutes, and gives reality to, the community's
boundaries' (R. Cohen 1992: 21). The majority simply enjoyed the party atmosphere with
people from similar backgrounds, but a short while later I was informed of underlying
tensions in relation to the organisation of the event. There had been some discord among
the concert organisers concerning payment for the renowned performer.
The relationship between the individual and society is complex and variable as the
refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast illustrates. In A. P. Cohen's words (1985: 10), 'all
groups are composed of self-conscious individuals whose differences from each other have
to be resolved and reconciled for the group to be viable and function coherently'. As I have
indicated previously, the refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast are constituted as a
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heterogeneous group of individuals who have come to Northern Ireland from an array of
countries. In this instance, 'community' (and indeed members of NICRAS) can no longer be
seen as an obvious outcome of aggregation, but rather as the cumulative outcome of a set
of choices and strategies employed by individual agents.
Ethnic communities existing in an urban cultural milieu have come to be referred to as
diasporas (see Kalra et al 2005). From the perspective of an outsider looking in, by which I
refer to the majority of the local population in Northern Ireland, and more specifically
Belfast, the individuals who constitute such a social grouping are axiomatically assumed to
share the same outlook. For A.P. Cohen (1985: 12), "'community” seems to imply
simultaneously both similarity and difference. The word thus expresses a relational idea: the
opposition of one community to others or to social entities'. The Northern Ireland
Community of Refugees and Asylum-seekers (NICRAS, see Chapter 1, p.4, n.5), and the place
where I spent the bulk of my fieldwork, has around one hundred and eighty members who
between them constitute a gamut of nationalities, age groups, cultures and ideologies.
Therefore, if the boundary marks the beginning and the end of a so-called community, then
where do ethnic groups and individual NICRAS members situate themselves in relation to
local society in Belfast; a city which possesses subtle layers of meaning within its two
dominant communities (as they are regularly referred as), namely the nationalists and the
unionists?
My fieldwork among the small but growing Sudanese and Somali communities in Belfast
goes some way in eliding essentialist generalisations of its members. Many of the social
events involving refugees that I attended during my research, tended to attract a certain
national group, as they contact each other and word spreads among their small ethnic
groups. At one such event I came across Asif once again, a Somali whom I met on several
occasions during fieldwork. He was with his friend Malij, a fellow Somali, who also spoke
relatively fluent English. I already knew that Asif had lived for quite some time in
Birmingham, and he has even acquired traces of that accent, but Malij had lived for the past
two years in west London. We discussed some commonalities about Africa, and I mentioned
that Somalia was one of the few countries from that continent that has a homogenous
ethnic constitution. Malij believed that because of the strength of the clan system, there
was almost too much democracy and everyone has an opinion. I noticed that the Somalis in
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Belfast appeared to be struggling for any sort of cohesion at that time. Mali] went on to say
that London was overcrowded and expensive, and furthermore, told me:
The large Somali community (in London) live together with no problems as there is no
pressure to fight each other like back home. They all help each other and can see that they
are all the same when there is no pressure from outside.
There is a similarity when local people travel abroad on holiday, or to work for a period of
time. Cultural similarities tend to be foregrounded, and perceived differences minimalized.
Common experience and language become instead unifying factors when 'surrounded by
foreignness'; 'this consciousness of community is, then, encapsulated in perception of its
boundaries' (A. P.Cohen 1985: 13). The place where people live, their identities and culture,
form part an imagined community where the hope is to 'achieve enough solidarity to
protect the collective good' (Douglas 1991: 299, see also Anderson 1991, Hobsbawm 1991:
67), and moreover to assist one another in achieving their aims within the local society.
Complex ideologies inherent in social networks are nonetheless the driving force behind
the symbolic nature of the idea of community. Furthermore, 'the reality of community in
people's experience thus inheres in their attachment or commitment to a common body of
symbols' (A. P.Cohen 1985: 16). In contradiction to what Mali) had said, Asif told me about
the difficulties of forming a community here in Belfast due to the power dynamics inherent
in the Somali clan system. He said: 'The biggest clan group want to be the leaders of the
Somali diaspora in the UK, and this causes problems and no trust'.
Our discussion had made me more aware of the covert differences and tensions that
underlie social interaction amongst the different ethnic groups and individuals in the Belfast
milieu. Somalia is uniquely fractured by competing clans and factions, and hence in my
experience, very difficult to penetrate the general moods and emotions that co-exist within
their community-building efforts. Rapport and Overing (2000: 62) note: 'Hence,
communities and their boundaries exist essentially not as social structural systems and
institutions but as worlds of meaning in the minds of their members'. In many respects, my
fieldwork experiences elucidated the unstructured nature of the ways in which ideas of
communitas, and its notions of boundary maintenance, connects with concepts of
belonging, or non-belonging, and feeling at home in Northern Ireland
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Interculturalism in Northern Ireland
On a separate occasion, I spoke to Melanie, the convenor of the Inclusive Neighbourhood
Project48. She believes that there is a lack of intercultrualism (see Rattansi 2011: 152)
between the ethnic groups in Belfast. As an example, she cited the CWA (Chinese Welfare
Association) who tend to concentrate on the challenges faced within their own community. I
told her about the Chinese New Year event about to be held at St. George's market, where
Doris (NICRAS youth group worker) would be playing her African drum, as well as singing
traditional songs from east Africa. However, Melanie considered this to be an exception and
more work needs to be done in formulating inter-communal projects. She said:
The INF has one refugee who works alongside one local person to organise events together.
For instance, this has been with the East Belfast Sure Start programme with parents and
their children, and other charity groups, who come together and organise yoga, walking, arts
and crafts, or anything that helps break down barriers, and assist with integration in society.
Baumann (1999: 85, cf. Rattansi 2011: 152) interprets multiculturalism as a similar process
to interculturalism when he states that, 'it is not about absolute cultural differences because
crosscutting identities are omnipresent...it is instead, about a proactive awareness of these
crosscutting cleavages'. Ethnic identity, religion and the nation-state are the three
cornerstones of multiculturalism. The essentialist view of the nation-state examines the
supposedly normal condition of being attached to a territorialised polity and an identifiable
people. Malkki (1995: 516, see also Chapter 4 above) goes on to note how these
relationships and processes occur in the context of a system of territorial national states.
Discourses surrounding the debate on multiculturalism fall within this paradigm.
Displacement, emplacement, diaspora and exile, are all consequential to the national order
of things whereby people's attachment to a nation is not an inherent attribute of humanity,
but has now come to appear as such (see Gellner 2006: 6).
Concurrently, these processes presuppose one dominant culture that holds sway within
each specific country (the Troubles in Northern Ireland give credence to this philosophy).

Its overall aim was to bring about a real change in attitude and create understanding, among both the host
population and refugees and asylum-seekers, of the issues and fears associated with living in a post conflict
society whether as someone who has lived through the conflict or someone recently arrived but may well have
lived through conflict elsewhere (Greer: INP Evaluation report 2011: 7).
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The CSI document is an aspiration toward the recognition of cultural diversity within the
social milieu of Northern Ireland, but is also a commitment of citizens and residents to
recognise the dialogical nature of all their identities. In other words, asylum-seekers and
refugees could be welcomed into local society irrespective of their legal status. As noted
above, Baumann (1999: 116) argues that 'all kinds of cultural cleavages cut right across one
another and where the very essence of cultural identity lies in its dialogical character with
others'. Of course, this interaction may not always be positive in reality. Kibreab (1999: 388)
believes that 'the debate on place, identity and displacement also overlooks the restrictive
immigration and refugee policies currently pursued by states to make their territories
inaccessible to asylum-seekers'.
In conversation with two Sudanese refugees, I compared attitudes toward notions of a
multicultural Belfast to the monocultural society that existed in 1950s England (see Chapter
8, p.199, p.148 below). Remarking on that particular era, Hasan (2010: 66) noted 'the
systematic failure to implement policies which could tackle alienation, and make migrants
feel welcome into Britain, with the aim of fully integrating them into society'. In the local
context, are such people to be integrated in British, Irish, or Northern Irish culture? The
question of national allegiance may have to be negotiated and traversed by members of the
refugee community in a society 'where only 8.5% of Catholics identify as British' (Kymlicka
2011: 284). This represents a good example of 'the sheer complexity of how differences are
negotiated by different people, in different contexts' (Ang 2011: 30). Interculturalism, as
promoted by the INP, has the aim of superseding any notions of a pluralistic society
whereby different groups live in segregated areas. Jeffrey, an asylum-seeker from Ivory
Coast put this concept in his own words (Greer 2011: 4):
How can we work together to make things better for us all? This was and still is the challenge. It
changes the power balance to show that we are all independent and puts the emphasis on us all
giving and receiving, rather than as some giving and others receiving.
Cohesion, it can be seen, is a much used expression but is imprecise in its meaning and
motives. One definition of social cohesion is given by Holtug and Mason (2010) when they
state that, 'it has generally been used to refer to stability, inter-group cooperation and a
common identity' (cf. Holtug 2010: 435-451). Hasan (2010: 89) states that, 'by accelerating

142

CHAPTER 6

MULTICULTURAL CITY

the cross-fertilisation of cultures the creation of new cultural norms reduces the fear of
those of a different ethnicity, and, therefore, reduces bigoted and racist attitudes and
behaviour'. In my empirical experience during fieldwork, refugees, and more specifically
those individuals who seek asylum in the UK, have in many ways dispensed with strong
notions of culture as they look to find ways in which to become part of another society.
Ethnic and cultural difference within the modern nation-state, the UK is a prime example, is
increasingly under the political, social, and media spotlight as the model of a multicultural
pluralistic society is critically examined. These discourses may suggest that all Sudanese for
example, endorse the same cultural tradition, when in fact, there is no such internal
homogeneity. Any essentialised notions of culture elide the practice-bound realities of its
heterogeneity. Multiculturalism harmonises relations among various 'cultural communities',
but the tendency toward reification of ethnic identity has courted considerable public
debate and reproach (see Nic Craith 2002: 197)
Cohesion, Sharing and Integration

During my fieldwork, I attended an event organised by the Refugee Action Group (RAG) at
the Amnesty International (Al) offices in south Belfast. They were giving their response to
the recently published Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI) strategy paper (see above).
As indicated earlier, ostensibly, the publication is principally an all- encompassing social
directive that seeks to promote 'a cohesive community of good relations' throughout
Northern Ireland. One of the Al personnel called it 'a response to a failed multicultural
society across the water, and a kind of anti-multiculturalism'. This type of comment
reflected current populist views 'with many commentators asserting that an excess of
cultural toleration is preventing minority groups from integrating' (Phillips 2007: 13, cf.
Holtug and Mason 2010: 408).
RAG discussed the exclusionary policies presently in place in the asylum system in
Northern Ireland. The CSI document, which talks about 'best practice' and integration in a
shared future, is juxtaposed to asylum policies set by the Home Office. These were the type
of issues that were also raised during the Refugee Week forums which included discussion
concerning asylum-seekers being granted permission to work after six months, instead of
the current one year minimum of stay in the UK. There has been an EU directive from the
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Supreme Court about the right to work. The UKBA are insisting that the right to work may
be granted only after one year has elapsed (unless the delay is deemed to be their own
fault), but only on an occupation shortage list, which was considered both impractical as
well as a delaying tactic by members of the RAG committee. They thought that perhaps the
reasoning was that the asylum-seeker in question has no intention of voluntarily leaving the
country by that stage. An evidently frustrated Zimbabwean asylum-seeker who is awaiting a
decision after four years in the UK had once told me:
Why can't I work while I'm waiting? Some people in England go with white girls just to have
babies, anything to try and stay here. They don't care how. I don't smoke or drink. I'm a
Christian. In Canada and America they let you work while waiting for a decision. After five,
six, eight years here, what can I do if I return to Zimbabwe or wherever? My grandfather he
fights in World War 2, white people can go and make a life in Africa, but they don't want to
know us here. (See Chapter 8 on deservingness, p.187)
The mixed messages of frustration evident in this narrative vignette reflect
governmental exclusionary policies as an alienating process. As noted in this chapter, the
term integration appears to have superseded multiculturalism as the way forward for the
UK as a whole. Grillo (1998: 177) remarks on the lack of precision pervading multicultural
discourse. He identifies three main positions informing political and other attitudes: a
rejectionist standpoint whereby others do not and cannot fit into a canonised British
society, an assimilationist perspective that argues that there should be no deviation from
British cultural tradition, but accepts that others may be accommodated within it, and an
integrationist approach. The CSI document intends to adopt the third approach from the
three options quoted above for Northern Ireland. Forty-five years ago, the same debate was
part of the public consciousness. As far back as 1966, a much-quoted remark by the then
Labour Home Secretary, Roy Jenkins, appears to be relevant today:
I define integration, therefore, not as a flattening process of assimilation but as equal
opportunity, coupled with cultural diversity, in an atmosphere of mutual tolerance (quoted
in Grillo 1998: 177).
The political and cultural environment in Northern Ireland has produced a unique
situation regarding any debate which may surround migration and integration. Equal
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opportunity and tolerance of cultural diversity has its own historical dynamic in a Northern
Irish context. Nonetheless, as Phillips (2007: 22) notes, 'talk of integration or cohesion
conjures up a pre-existing set of values that distinguishes each host society, and urges
people from minority cultural groups to adapt themselves more actively to this'. The chief
criticism and fear of multiculturalism that has affected much passionate debate in Britain,
has been notably vociferous in the Netherlands. In a complete about-turn on its original
migrant policies, populist political discourse has become increasingly trenchant. Geschiere
(2009: 136) captures the current mood when he states, 'the capital mistake has been
focusing only on the immigrants' socioeconomic integration while allowing, or even
encouraging, them to retain their own cultural identity...and the cause of increasing
segregation, as many migrants had withdrawn into their own culture'. The CSI document
aspires to avoid the perceived negative aspects of the multiculturalism model in Britain and
other European countries and thereby eschewing the formation of segregated and isolated
diasporic communities in Northern Ireland. As noted above, a large proportion of ethnic
difference that now exists in Belfast is constituted by refugees and asylum-seekers.
The other side of the debate is considered by Durieux (2008: 345), a civil servant with the
UNHCR who writes: 'I would personally tend to see the existence of diasporas as a
facilitating factor because it will smoothen the integration of newcomers'. However, he
cautions that: 'The overall integration policies of the state concerned must affirmatively
support that outcome' (ibid). There is currently an absence of reified ethnic groups who
reside in specific localities in Northern Ireland, in stark contrast to other parts of the UK, and
Europe. For example, the EU expansion of 2004-7 meant the accession of twelve new
members, predominantly from Central and Eastern Europe (see Chapter 2, p.32-3). Many
nationals of the new member states moved to seek work, especially in the UK and Ireland
(Castles 2007: 110). The UK counted 290,000 arrivals between May 2004 and September
2005, and Ireland with one tenth of its population, issued about 160,000 new social security
numbers (Fanning 2009: 137). In 2007, I wrote this for an undergraduate dissertation paper:
This sudden increase in Hearing the Polish language spoken on the streets of Belfast has
become commonplace in the last three years. The Polish Association claims there are 3540,000 Poles living in Northern Ireland, of whom 8,000 reside in Belfast, most of who are
undecided as to whether they will settle permanently.
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Many foreign nationals to Belfast were absorbed at the time due to a favourable economic
climate. These new residents were permitted to work, and their social integration is of
relevance to the CSI document. However, it must be noted that the people who represent
that category of migrants are able to return to their countries of origin on a regular basis, or
indeed permanently. This is not possible for asylum-seekers who arrived in the UK in the
hope of protection and non-refoulement (the right of refugees not to be returned to a
country in which they would suffer persecution).
In Search of Citizenship

The overriding factor emphasised in this chapter is that all individuals who constitute the
members of a society, seek stability, continuity, security, control and predictability.
Moreover, the extent of these formations is produced by the kind of spatial belonging which
is demarcated by a nation's borders. For the majority of asylum-seekers and refugees who
have been displaced from their original nation-states, a new environment in which to
become emplaced, and to restore some sense of belonging, is a high priority.
This section focuses on the meaning of citizenship from the perspective of asylum-seekers
and refugees. Primarily, citizenship concerns membership and belonging to a nation-state.
Bellamy (2008: 53) remarks that 'states assess citizens for their potential contribution to the
collective goods of the community and their readiness and capacity to abide by its norms
and customs'. This criterion ostensibly applies to general immigration into a nation-state
with a controlled movement of people from one country to another. However, asylumseekers and refugees have been forced to flee their own country and are representative of
statelessness. 'Those in this condition do not live outside any state. Rather they are forced
to become supplicants for whatever aid and support those states willing to receive them, or
unable to avoid doing so, condescend to provide' (Bellamy 2008: 53). Bellamy's statement
applies to individuals seeking asylum in the UK, but for many refugees with 'papers', more
ambitious modes of agency are possible (see Kymlicka 2011, Verstraete 2003, Grille 1998:
127-8).
As stated in Chapter 5 (p. 102), not long after Morris received his refugee status, he told
me of his plans about travelling to the Chadian border area with Darfur when he receives his
travel documents. This kind of positive thinking is important in giving individuals in Morris's
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situation some hope and belief, even if such ambitions are partially wishful thinking at this
early stage in his life as a refugee. Nonetheless, forward planning is crucial for psychological
equilibrium. Soon after receiving the coveted material item, Morris proudly showed me his
newly acquired Travel Document, which is essentially a UK refugee passport. It looks similar
to a regular British passport, and allows him the legal right to travel freely, with the
exception being his own country of Sudan.
Acquiring full British citizenship, and the concurrent opportunity to apply for a British
passport, however, is a long and increasingly difficult process. Examples of this convoluted
process are given by two refugees who have lived in Belfast for differing periods of time.
Eddie mentioned that he had five years LLR in the UK, after which he could apply for ILR.
Thereafter, and with a respectable looking CV, English Certificate level 3, alongside proof of
working or volunteering in the community, there should theoretically be no obstacles to
achieving full citizenship (the end goal for most asylum-seekers and refugees). Hilary (from
Zimbabwe), who is one of the few refugees that I met who was fully employed at the time,
told me that she had been here (in Belfast) since 2005, and that she had recently been
granted a one year ILR, following her completed five year LLR.
Hilary had told me on more than one occasion of her desire to get married in the near
future to a British or Irish subject. This would give her more of a sense of security as she
lives with the constant uncertainty (in her mind) of being sent back to Zimbabwe at any
time, despite having a daughter settled in primary school. As Elizabeth Colson (quoted in
Parkin 1999: 304) notes, 'those who have been displaced fear further displacement even
years after resettlement'. Hilary lost her parents as a teenager and endured other traumatic
experiences in Zimbabwe (see Chapter 4, p.83). Part of her coping strategy entails a search
for permanent security for her young daughter, as well as for her own emotional state.
Those experiences and memories were causal for Hilary to renounce Zimbabwean
citizenship49 and look for a sense of belonging elsewhere. Citizenship confers a more secure
legal status with a fuller set of rights and duties than resident status.

49 Shaw (2007:190) believes that in most African states 'citizenship has little or no meaning. Human rights,
along with human development and security are at best meaningless in practice; hence the pressures to move
towards countries...where citizenship and other rights are realities'.
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The politics of multiculturalism has led to restrictions on immigration which has been
increasingly justified by the UK authorities in reference to the relationship between a
diverse and pluralistic society, and a perceived lack of social cohesion that it has conferred
on British society. Laegaard (2010: 45B) notes the 'remarkable recent trend in many
European states towards more restrictive naturalisation policies', and questions whether
concerns surrounding social cohesion provide sufficient reasons for restricting access to
citizenship. As Ghanea (2007: 111) points out, the status of asylum-seekers 'is defined by
the state by an exclusionary concept of citizenship, yet they are entitled to the protection of
universal human rights under the international refugee protection regime'. This paradox
would suggest that EU countries are legally (morally?) bound to minimally assist asylumseekers, but are under no obligation to extend any largesse to a more permanent
arrangement.
English language tests and a citizenship test have been introduced in the UK with the
purpose of affirming an individual's participation in society by having a good understanding
of the English language, including knowledge of British history and culture. This suggests
that the majority culture is implicit in the notion of culture with an inextricable link between
language, culture, and imagined community. Nic Craith (2004: 296) notes that 'many citizens
of nation states are blissfully unaware of the prevalence of their own majority culture; it is
an unavoidable issue for migrants'. In the context of Northern Ireland, where British and
Irish cultural mores vie for parity of esteem, the issues surrounding a dominant culture are
brought very much to the fore. It was my experience that the vast majority of members of
NICRAS appeared largely unaware of, or at least unconcerned, with the regional politics and
sectarian spaces in Belfast (see Chapter 2, p.29).
Nonetheless, as far as individual refugees and asylum-seekers are concerned, they are
living amongst an almost exclusively white, English speaking majority (in excess of 98%). The
question remains whether conferring citizenship on an individual promotes social cohesion
and integration, or, conversely, whether easy access to citizenship disrupts notions of
societal harmony. Following this logic, Laegaard (2010: 457) states that 'social cohesion is
not affected by residence status, but only by access to full citizenship. Hence, social
cohesion concerns provide reasons for limiting access to citizenship, not for limiting
immigrant admission'. This ambiguous state of affairs exists for asylum-seekers as well as
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refugees who have been admitted to the territory of the UK without any form of citizenship.
In the meantime, it was my empirical experience that, for the vast majority of Belfast's
refugees and asylum-seekers, integration into local society as quickly as possible is their
desired aim, in spite of the restrictive parameters afforded them.
It could be said that there can be no more intimate mode of integration than the freedom
to choose a partner from across the 'cultural divide'. I had invited Derek, his girlfriend
Siobhan, and her two year old daughter from a previous relationship with an African
refugee, to my house. The purpose was to allow Derek to compose a letter to the Kenyan
Human Rights Commission as part of his fresh claim for asylum. As we were waiting for him
to finish composing his letter, Siobhan told me that her grandmother had asked her: 'Why
do you go with foreigners? Where was the child's father? Before long there will be too
many blacks living in the area' (she was referring to a small, and very monocultural, area of
north Belfast). Siobhan added that her own mother, and other close relatives, had no
problem with these matters. Apparently, her grandmother was most concerned about what
others would think about their family reputation. Siobhan also spoke about the seriousness
of her own relationship with Derek, and the complications involved if they wanted to get
married.
Marriage is considered a fundamental human liberty and civil right, but it is currently very
complicated for a British (or Irish) citizen to marry an asylum-seeker under UK law. On a
separate occasion, I was informed that if my friends were co-habiting and caring for a child,
and if Siobhan was in possession of an Irish passport (an option for all UK citizens born in
Northern Ireland), she could stake her human right claim more forcibly as a European Union
citizen. By the time we met up again Derek had requested a new solicitor and NICRAS was to
inquire on his behalf with the Law Centre. He told me that he had lost the little confidence
he had with his current solicitor. He had not heard from him for a while, though apparently
this is not unusual unless some new development arises. 'I'm sick of the Home Office and
everything', he said.
The NICRAS manager examined the two letters from his home town in Kenya that he had
procured from his mother. She then mentioned the Home Office Country of Origin
Information Service (COIS) which is regularly updated. However, at that time, there
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appeared to be no political turmoil in his country which added weight to COIS guidelines
about when a country is deemed safe to return to for an asylum-seeker (see Chapter 4,
p.86, n.BB). The manager also stated that a new solicitor may not be the panacea to his
problems either. There are very few immigration specialist solicitors working in Belfast in
comparison to Britain for example. Moreover, if an asylum case has been 'determined' (as
Derek's had been after his 2nd Tier Appeal refusal, Chapter 2, p.46), most solicitors will not
take on the case. She then asked him:
'Why do you want to change solicitor Derek?'
He replied: 'I just don't feel that he is doing enough'.

The manager explained that there were two separate avenues which Derek could pursue:
the immigration (asylum) route that he has thus far taken, and the marriage, co-habitation
and the right to family life path (EU regulations on Human Rights, Article 8). This was
relevant for Derek because he was co-habiting with his girlfriend who identified as Irish. His
situation changed again when their baby daughter was born around this time.
Moreover, as this section has emphasised, it is the interaction between each member of
society in the social milieu of Belfast that ultimately decides the success of a new
interculturalism. It could be argued that where there is an absence of a 'diasporic
community' in which to seek shelter and security, the individual necessarily looks elsewhere
when settling into a new social environment. Either way, as Maalouf notes (2000: 96), 'there
is the need felt by every individual, to feel part of a community which accepts and
recognises him (or her) and in which s/he can be understood easily'.
The main purpose of the refugee centre is to give advice (see Chapter 8, p.182). I had
agreed to accompany my friend Derek to see the manager in her office at NICRAS in order to
give him some moral support concerning his fresh claim for asylum. Mary stated that he
needed good, solid evidence from his country of origin, no photocopies, but originals of any
documents. In the meantime, he could look at websites that focus on Amnesty reports from
his country of origin. Derek said: 'I don't want British citizenship. I just want an opportunity
to be able to live a life.' The fact remained that he would dearly like to be given permission
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to stay, and if that culminates in citizenship one day, so much the better, but on that
occasion he was exasperated with the lack of progress with his asylum case
The speed of integration is only partly dependent on the legal parameters set by the Home
Office. For example, Mamir appeared to have had adapted successfully to his new cultural
environment having spent more than ten years in England before eventually receiving his
refugee 'papers' as a Legacy Case50. Within that time span, he could have been a UK citizen,
but in fact, he is now at the very beginning of that process. I met up with Mamir in front of
the SHAC Housing Association office as he had requested my assistance as a character
reference on a housing application form. I noticed by his punctuality that he had a very
positive, polite, and efficient business-like manner which should stand him in good stead as
he tries to build a new life in Northern Ireland. When I saw him shortly afterward in the
NICRAS office, he expressed his desire for the return of his old Sudanese passport. The
Chairperson Jeffrey advised Mamir that he apply instead for a Travel Document which costs
around £77 (plus postage and packing). Jeffrey believed that option would be easier and
cheaper in the long run, rather than trying to unearth a document that has been hidden
away in a drawer in an office at the UKBA headquarters in Croydon since 1999.
Throughout the course of my fieldwork, it became noticeable how many refugees and
asylum-seekers were anxious to possess some form of definitive identification document.
On various occasions, I was asked how easy it would be to obtain some form of driving
licence. The reason I was given was that such a document could then be shown to any
interested authority should the need arise. The reification and increasing securitisation of
the nation-state, or a potential employer, has meant that quick proof of identity has
become paramount.
Aymar is from a town near the new border with South Sudan, but had lived for a long
time in Khartoum. He had gained refugee status soon after arriving in the UK in 2002, and
had moved to Belfast during my fieldwork. He told me that he had been studying his
citizenship handbook^, and he also explained to me the costs involved in attaining full UK
citizenship, £735 for the application, plus the cost of a citizenship and language

50 'Applications made prior to 2007 are called Legacy Cases, and at one time totalled over 400,000 for the
whole UK. The Home Office claims that his number included duplicates and errors (McNulty 2012: 27).
51 The handbook is entitled: Life in the United Kingdom; a journey to citizenship (Home office 2007).
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examination^. The passport fee is an additional expenditure. The central problem for
people in Aymar's situation therefore, 'is the entrenched position of the nation state, in
both theory and practice, as the privileged unit of sovereign identity and agency' (Ang 2010:
29). Free movement across the EU for its residents is supposed to alleviate the reification of
its state borders. However, as Verstraete (2003: 229) remarks, 'the freedom of mobility for
some (citizens, tourists, business people) could only be made possible through the
organised exclusion of others forced to move around as illegal "aliens”, migrants, or
refugees'. Following from this, 'one of the main problems in modern societies is the conflict
between the rights of man and/or the rights of the citizen. It seems that one can be more or
less a man to the extent that one is more or less a citizen, but he who is not a citizen is not
fully a man' (Sarup 1994: 99-100), (or woman, as the case may be ). This section has
adumbrated the calculus between people fleeing persecution under the terms of the
Refugee Convention (1951), and permitting certain individuals seeking asylum permission to
stay in the UK on a more permanent footing.
Refugee and asylum-seeker identities are as complex and unique as their local
neighbours, with the significant exception of a lack of belonging to a nation-state. This
situation was exemplified by a Kuwaiti Bijoon (meaning 'stateless' in Arabic, and conferring
similar status as Roma/Travelling communities in Europe) couple who have two young
twins, both born in Northern Ireland in 2010. In conversation with the mother at NICRAS,
(she spoke good English), I inquired as to whether the children could have the option of Irish
or British citizenry. She replied: 'No, since 2005 children that are born here are the same as
the father'. In other words, the immigration law had changed and now states that if the
father, or possibly the mother, depending on the circumstance, is not a UK citizen, then the
same applies to their childrenJC As the parents have no recognised nationality (the Kuwaiti
government did not bestow citizenship on Bijoon. A fellow Bijoon told me that situation was
in the process of change due to the 'Arab Spring', 2011), I was left to ponder what the

52 The nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2002, requires those applying for British citizenship to be able
to show 'sufficient knowledge of English...and about life in the United Kingdom' (Kiwan 2011: 271).
53 Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2003, followed by the Asylum and Immigration (Treatment of
Claimants, etc.) 2004, was the fifth asylum legislation in five years promising to reform the UK asylum system,
and it provides a compelling example of non-citizens being treated as having fewer rights than citizens
(Ghanea 2007:125,130). The Immigration, Asylum and nationality Bill (2005) attracted adverse commentary
by the Refugee Council. The Borders, Citizen and Immigration Act (2009) is yet another piece of government
legislation (cf. Sales 2007:133-4).
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nationalities of the children are at present, and what they may be in the future. In their
current situation, they have been rejected by the Kuwaiti state, and yet neither are they
fully incorporated into their new country of abode. It is worth reiterating Parkin (1999: 309),
who believes that 'the notion of "home” and of "origin” refers to many places and not one
fixed locus, in a way perhaps similar to the undeniably contestable and yet fluid boundaries
of ethnicity and even nationality'. This Kuwaiti family exposed the contingency of belonging
to a nation-state by de-essentialising notions of identity, nation and home that may or may
not be related to territory (Jansen and Lofving 2009: 3). Once again, perhaps this
phenomenon points toward the overriding and non-indexical nature of individual agency.
This section has illustrated ways in which discourses of localised belonging may on the one
hand facilitate, yet on the other hand prohibit, the making of home. It has shown how the
long journey to acceptance for a refugee in Northern Ireland is contingent on the
relationship between the individual and the state, and the individual and members of the
local community. The journey is an active rather than a passive process, and the concept of
citizenship is intimately related to the question of belonging to a nation-state (Nic Craith
2004: 289-290, cf: Gibney 2004: 119, Ghanea 2007: 111-132, Squire 2009: 4-6). In the next
section, I illustrate some of the possibilities for learning that can emerge if a vibrant,
ethnically and culturally diverse society (cosmopolitan?) is permitted to flourish and grow.
Integration in Belfast: Refugees' Perspectives

It is good to swim in the waters of tradition, but to sink in them is suicide (M.K. Gandhi,
quoted in Kalra et al 2005: 8)
In the course of my fieldwork at NICRAS, I discussed with Eddie, who originally comes from
Darfur, whether members of the expanding Sudanese community in Belfast will eventually
settle in specific areas of the city, as has been the general pattern in England. Furthermore,
we wondered if the lack of suitable Sudanese female partners will lead to an increase in
inter-marriage with local women from Northern Ireland. We talked about life in England. He
had lived for a short time in Birmingham, and had been offered accommodation in that city,
but Eddie lamented the fact that it was in a predominantly 'ethnic' area. He expressed to me
his desire to 'integrate properly', and how this would not be so easy in that kind of
environment. In comparison, Northern Ireland, and specifically Belfast, offers an
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opportunity to avoid establishing distinct ethnic community structures due to its size and
relatively smaller number of migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers.
On sunny days, members of NICRA5 often gathered directly outside of the NICRAS
building as they waited to go inside, but also in order to greet friends, and to socialise. On
one such occasion, I sat on the wall next to Hady, another young man who comes from
Sudan. During our conversation, he told me: 'My grandmother never have a head scarf, but
all Sunni (Sudanese Muslim women) now wear this'. He then greeted a female Somali
acquaintance who had just emerged from NICRAS. The young woman had her hair
uncovered, and we commented that it was unusual for a Somali woman not to be wearing
any head covering. The woman's clothing, appearance, and general demeanour would
suggest embracing Western cultural norms in the social domain. For Jackson (2005: 18-19):
'Public space is the space of appearance. It is where a people's dominant ethos of self is
decided, normalised and regulated. This is where we consummate our identity as something
more than an aggregate of individuals; this is where we objectify ourselves as a community,
a civilisation, and a nation'. It is at this point that individual agency and the social interaction
that occurs within the boundaries of community coalesce and reconstruct identity.
It is a social fact that identity is indeed inseparable from notions of ethnicity, religion,
culture, community, or nation-state. The uncovered woman happened to be with a friend
who was wearing traditional Somali attire; the hijab. The contrast, bearing in mind
integration to local society's norms, was marked. Kaegard (2010: 476), whilst acknowledging
that they are a very heterogeneous group, notes that 'Muslims are often very visible, with
special clothing and dietary rules, and different attitudes to the relationship between men
and women and to the structure of the family'. Hady proceeded to tell me how many more
women in Sudan are now educated, and therefore can read the Koran, and for that reason
prefer to be 'covered'. Askland (2007: 239) believes that:
Exiles need to re-create meaning within new cultural discourses. They must develop an
understanding of this cultural logic upon which perception in the new society is founded.
Only when they possess such an understanding do they have the choice of participation and
subsequent opportunities of improving their lives in exile.
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I had met Suzi before at NICRAS, and in the course of our discussion she had asked me if I
could find a tall wardrobe for her. One day I met her by chance as she was walking along
University Street, and we spoke about arranging a time to deliver some furniture to her
home which was on the same street. Suzi comes from Somalia, and she was dressed in the
traditional Islamic hijab, but also wore a red woollen hat. During a particularly cold spell in
December, I had often noticed Somali women wearing incongruous clothing in addition to
the hijab, for example; hats, shawls, training shoes, or boots in order to keep warm. It is
worth citing Sarup (1994: 97), who states, 'though we know that place is often associated
with tradition, we often forget that tradition, too, is always being made and remade.
Tradition is fluid, it is always being reconstituted. Tradition is about change, change that is
(to which I would add: and is not) being acknowledged'. I also observed on a number of
occasions how individuals used different first names depending on who they were in
communication with. Confusion often arose when I was describing a certain individual to
someone, only to be informed that he, or she, was called by another name within a
particular social circle. These were further examples of the ways in which members of
NICRAS were constantly engaged in multiple identification processes (Svasek 2002: 498), in
their attempts to redefine and delineate the extent to which they belong in their new
country of abode.
During an English class, I came to know Zera, a male Iranian refugee, who worked with his
friend in a kebab take-away outlet in a town some distance from Belfast. He told me that he
only came to Belfast in order to check on any mail that may have arrived for him at his
previous address. Furthermore, he professed to like alcohol and local fast food. He
possessed a Westernised outlook, or rather a hybrid identity. His disposition reminded me
that in order to increase one's chances of successfully integrating into the local society's
norms and cultural values it helps to dress and behave in specific ways. This would appear
somewhat easier for a man who has been acculturated into an Islamic society, than a
woman, as men generally have far more leeway to dress and socialise in a Westernised
manner. The Somali women that I have met and seen certainly favour a more conservative
dress code (cf. Nic Craith 2002: 196-9).
Sorenson (1997:146) notes that the term 'well integrated' is a politically loaded concept
which means: assimilated, acculturated, adapted. She argues that in this format, 'the
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displaced person has re-entered the category of "normal subjects", displacement has
become an event of the past, and this marks the end of the story'. On a separate occasion, I
came across Moali outside his residence at the SHAC building in central Belfast. I noticed
that he appeared to be feeling emotionally low. I reflected on how this was not so surprising
during an arduous Ramadan period, exacerbated by the length of daylight hours (August
2010), which has to be tolerated in relative social isolation. On that particular early summer
evening, his experience appeared to be in sharp contrast to the local revellers in the nearby
pubs, who were at liberty to eat, drink and be as cheerful as they pleased. There are few
Muslims in Belfast, and hence Moali experienced his discomfort and hunger whilst
surrounded by people on the streets who had little realisation of his self-denial. Certain
religious beliefs appear to contradict the ease of integration into local cultural norms,
highlighted at times by dress code or religious obligations. It is these kinds of
trans/formations which recognise the need to respect each other's humanity.
Conclusion
The first section in this chapter reflected on dimensions of cultural diversity and difference
that continue to inform the debate surrounding multiculturalism in Britain and mainland
Europe. The Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI) seminar proved to be insightful in
unpacking what multiculturalism means in practice in its application to refugees and asylumseekers in Belfast. In this context, a static and categorical multiculturalism, as it was
originally imagined, is not what is envisaged for Northern Ireland. Ang (2011: 29) believes
that, 'as a discursive construct it can no longer persuasively capture the immensely more
complex, heterogeneous and dynamic social realities on the ground'. Phillips (2007: 9)
believes that, 'a defensible multiculturalism will put human agency much more at its centre
and dispense with strong notions of culture'. The opening section also illustrated some of
the ways in which individual agency, as displayed by members of NICRAS, was instructive in
elucidating how culture itself is no longer considered a bounded entity.
I demonstrated some of the ways in which members of specified ethnic minority groups
occasionally meet up for a variety of reasons. I also noted that ideally, there should be a
place such as a community hall, or rooms, where individuals who consider themselves to be
members of a group can socialise and feel a sense of belonging, and all the more so if that is
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deemed lacking among the host society in the urban setting of Belfast. As an example, some
of the tensions and complexities that exist within the nascent Sudanese and Somali
community-building structures were illustrated. Mechanisms are activated in the process of
boundary maintenance which serves to remind its members of where they come from.
These boundaries tend to be maintained despite a flow of different personnel across them
(cf. Eriksen 2002: 38-9). There is, however, a relationship between different ethnic groups as
well as the local, settled population, and this was evidenced at the music concert.
The Integrated Neighbourhood Project (INP) enabled a process which confirmed the
alternative ideology of interculturalism. The methods employed are intended to avoid the
supposed pitfalls which the negative components of multiculturalism are deemed to have
brought to other parts of the UK. Interculturalism acknowledges the importance of minority
groups and their development, but moreover, it recognised that by getting to know people
from diverse backgrounds, negative stereotypes are dismantled and tolerance and trust can
develop. Integration is the latest key concept that has regained political prominence in the
UK with relation to social cohesion at so-called grassroots community, as well as national
level. The section continued to investigate some practical social interaction that takes place
under the rubric of multiculturalism in Belfast. I discussed some of the ways in which
refugees and asylum-seekers engaged with local residents in their attempts to find
emotional equilibrium in what can be described as a confusing and challenging time for
many individuals.
The next part of the chapter invoked the discourse surrounding the importance of
citizenship and its nexus to the nation-state. Bellamy (2008: 63) opines that, 'the notion of
reciprocity that lies at the heart of national welfare states is that citizens cooperate to
sustain the public goods that are provided by a political association'. Learning the English
language, volunteering in the local community and working for remuneration, are all modes
of integration that are recorded by the authorities if and when a refugee is allowed to apply
for a citizenship test that will lead to naturalisation as a UK citizen. It is the reification and
hegemony of the nation-state which impacts in unique ways on the emotional well-being of
refugees and asylum-seekers. They are individuals who have felt the need to escape from
their countries of origin in order to re-build their lives under the care and protection of
another state. This chapter has shown that although citizenship may be the ultimate
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ambition for some, the first priority is to settle into the locality in an environment conducive
to mutual respect, and from where a semblance of belonging is made possible. The next
chapter looks more closely at the concept of home and belonging in the Northern Irish
context, and will attempt to untangle what this term means in practice for refugees and
asylum-seekers in Belfast.
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HOME AND BELONGING?
Introduction
Home is a useful analytical construct because it refers to a conceptual space of considerable
importance in the modern-day world of fluidity and movement. "Home" is "where one best
knows oneself", and it thereby constitutes an important basis for developing and
maintaining personal identities. (Rapport and Dawson, quoted in Fog Olwig 1998: 225)
Belfast is the principle location that I wish to focus on when considering home as a
geographical place. However, in order to extrapolate the extent to which Belfast is
considered home by members of the refugee community, it will be useful to continue to
reflect upon and analyse subjective narrative expositions from a number of refugees and
asylum-seekers. This chapter begins by looking in more detail at the idea of home as a
discursive space. What is it that makes a person feel at home in a place? Home remains a
memory, an anchor, despite the often violent nature underlying the reasons which caused
people's flight. For one Sudanese refugee, memories of life back in the place from where he
fled are seen to resonate with social interaction among friends in a familiar environment.
That kind of narrative shows some of the ways in which a social environment may hold more
valence than a physical structure, which acts as a carapace, a shelter protecting the
habitants from the elements.
The chapter then considers the idea of home-making. For example, an asylum-seeker
house contains many rooms, but comes with a lack of privacy and homeliness. In that
environment, private mementoes are stored or displayed in the bedroom as well as in the
mind, and thus adding emphasis to the transitory nature of their current lives. For one
asylum-seeker, the house in which he resides contains a large, sparsely furnished living
room, a kitchen and a bedroom; enough for survival, but boredom and an unsatisfactory
social life all contribute to his frustration and feelings of non-belonging. The chapter shows
that the men's hostel is regarded as the least favourable option when settling into a new
city. Moreover, moving on from asylum-seeker accommodation into mainstream social
housing brings its own set of challenges as well as a change in status. For two refugees the
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opportunity to move into new accommodation serves as a base in which to build a new life
in Belfast as local residents.
The next section looks at the possibilities of home in transition, and whether life lived
with the uncertainties of movement can result in feelings of belonging. Bachelard (1994: 6)
believes that, 'because our memories of former dwelling-places are relived as daydreams
that these dwelling-places of the past remain in us for all time.' The rupture caused by the
breakdown of households in the country of origin for refugees, can be amended and
restored to some extent by sending remittances back to that place. Furthermore, in view of
the transitional nature of a life lived in movement (Rapport and Dawson 1998: 33), I
examine ways in which individual agency is associated with storytelling. In this way refugees
and asylum-seekers in Belfast recount their lives to themselves and others as movement. I
will look at how such theories relate to asylum-seekers' subjective experiences by reflecting
on the narratives they gave me. Narratives from two men from Sudan speak of lives lived on
the move in the search for a safe place in which to settle, and a place where ambitions can
be worked on by having a measure of routine. There appears to be both a physical, as well
as a psychological requirement in order for something to be called home. The question
remains, where do we belong, and should that space be shared by all inhabitants with
magnanimity?
In the main, the final part of the chapter turns away from the concept of movement by
focussing on modes of stasis and survival. This is illustrated by asylum-seekers in particular
as they find themselves unable to move on with their lives, and yet unable to return. With a
lack of opportunity to progress or return, they become stuck in a kind of limbo, caught up in
what could be described as a stultifying situation. I elucidate some aspects of the lives of
these 'failed asylum-seekers' where individual experiences speak of lives lived in stasis, even
though their narratives often speak of movement. I illustrate how some of them survive
with very little money and uncertain prospects, as they await a change in fortune that would
signal a move away from the restrictive nature of their current circumstances.
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Home in Space and Time
Life begins well, it begins enclosed, protected, all warm in the bosom of the house
(Bachelard 1994: 7).
Jackson (1995: 51) states that, 'home is where a person is at peace with him/herself, where
h/she can honestly say there is nowhere else h/she would rather be'. The first two sections
give a more detailed analysis of the ambiguity of place and home. During the course of
fieldwork I consistently asked a wide variety of individuals at NICRAS the following question:
'Where do you come from?' Their answer invariably put their country of origin at the top of
the list. For example, when I first met Morris, he told me that he came from Sudan. I believe
that the vast majority of local citizens would be satisfied with that answer, namely a country
somewhere in Africa. Only by further questioning would he reveal Darfur as the region
where he comes from, or perhaps simply the rubric 'Africa' would suffice, if the interviewer
were genuinely interested in Morris as a person, he or she might ascertain that his home
town is El Fasher in North Darfur.
North Darfur is where the vast majority of his ethnic group, the Zaghawa reside, and
what I know from our frequent discussions to be his evident source of identity and pride. In
the previous chapter I noted that 'unlike non-place, place has three essential characteristics:
it engages with our identity, with our relationships and with our history' (Sheldrake 2001: 9,
cf. Auge 1997). Morris's home draws no sharp distinction between house, neighbourhood
and town (see Hobsbawm 1991: 66) because '“belonging" involves both a connection to
specific places and also an existence within networks of stable relationships' (Sheldrake
2001: 10). This was illustrated to me on one occasion when we were together in the NICRAS
kitchen, drinking sweet black tea from a glass (this is the favoured style of tea drinking
amongallofthe Sudanese people I encountered in my fieldwork).
Morris explained to me that he was practically the only Darfuri that he was aware of in
Belfast, who came from the actual city of Fasher, as opposed to its environs. He went on to
tell me that Nyala (South Darfur) is the commercial centre, Geneina (West Darfur) has an
agricultural base, but Fasher is renowned for being a cultural centre and with the second
best university in the country (after Khartoum). He explained to me that his 'suburb' has a
market, a mosque and schools. Each week he would go to a market with friends to another
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suburb and drink vodka- based local hooch, eat freshly prepared food and sit on a wooden
bench to eat it. They had to get bread and camel milk from a different stall. For Bachelard
(1994: 5-6), 'an entire past comes to dwell in a new house...when memories of other places
we have lived in come back to us. We comfort ourselves by reliving memories of protection'.
He told me that the Zahgawa were further sub-divided into three groups, who ail have their
own separate dialects. His mother and sister are still living in Fasher, and his father, who has
two wives, is seldom around due to his political resistance activities in Darfur (see Chapter 4,
p.80). It was evident that the social environment of his home mediated his worldview and
gave his life meaning. Furthermore, it was the place where he became acculturated into the
norms of Zaghawa society.
Perhaps the meaning of home exists in 'a place, as opposed to a location, a mere object
"over there", and invites participation in an environment' (Sheldrake 2001: 12). Therefore,
in such a vast country such as Sudan, where does Morris consider home to be? Hobsbawm
(1991: 67) further illustrates the ambiguity of place and home by pointing out how the
German word Heim is essentially a private domain, whereas home in the wider sense,
Heimat, is essentially public (see Svasek 2002). Furthermore, Heim belongs to me and mine
and nobody else, and Heimat is by definition collective in that we belong to it. Morris
mentions his village, his family and friends, but he never spoke about the actual physical
structure, or its confines, that comprises the intimate family home. Perhaps that type of
utterance is culturally specific when compared to Derek who had told me about the kind of
neighbourhood and house that he used lived in near Nairobi, namely a small brick roofed
dwelling with a front and back yard. Derek went on to tell me that some of the other
dwellings in his 'village' had corrugated iron roofs, but a variety of styles existed. A place, a
house, becomes a mere 'object' for some asylum-seekers which emphasises the difficulties
in participating in an environment without language or legal status. All social interaction
becomes contingent when the prospect of removal from the locality is a distinct possibility.
I had arranged to meet Sumed outside NICRAS one morning. He comes from Darfur, but
he was always a diligent and regular student at the English language classes held regularly at
NICRAS. He asked me whether he could take a TV set that had been sitting in the reception
area for some time. On the morning of our rendezvous he had a friend with him, Terry (from
Eritrea), whom I had not seen before. The three of us drove to the shared space of an
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asylum-seeker house in a residential area, a short distance away in the University Quarter
where they were both staying. Sumed's room was small but bright, with a bed, a cupboard,
and a table with an aerial socket nearby. He seemed delighted with a fully functioning TV
and offered me what he had available, namely a drink from a large bottle of Coca-Cola, and
a piece of fruit. The sole personal material object that I noticed hung above the TV set. This
was a small framed 'shrine' that contained depictions and figurines of a spiritual nature
which connected him to his homeland. Despite my enquiries it was hard to elicit exactly
what they represented. Parkin (1999: 304) notes that 'refugees carry not only what they
need for subsistence and exchange purposes but also, if they can, articles of sentimental
value which both inscribe and are inscribed by their own memories of self and personhood'.
Even a small material item that is loaded with subjective meaning for its owner has the
potential to give a room a more homely character. A short while after my visit, Sumed was
detained and sent back to Italy under the Dublin Regulation (Chapter 2, p.35, n.10), and
undoubtedly the small portable 'shrine' travelled with him. It represented a part of his
mobile identity, and a meaningful piece of material culture that helps to protect and guide
him and provides an emotional connection to his original home (see Maguire and Saris 2007
on the enshrining of Vietnamese lives in Ireland).
Terry showed me the private space of his bedroom which consisted of a single bed and a
cupboard, and then we all proceeded downstairs to the public space represented by the
spacious kitchen where there were two large and tall refrigerators, and in the adjacent
utility room, a pair of washing machines. The house had the capacity for twelve asylumseekers to share these facilities. The asylum-seeker house is more akin to a small hostel, 'a
halfway house' full of uncertainty as its inhabitants wait on a determination of their asylum
applications, rather than a place to call home. Only in their small bedrooms is total privacy
achieved. In the public arena of the kitchen, a virtual community is in place. Its inhabitants
eat different things, and at different times, and furthermore, in a house with up to twelve
people, many different languages are spoken. The private space of the house is in fact
public, and only the bedroom remains private. In this way, the large house serves as a place
of refuge and as a base in which to anchor their lives when away from its physical structure.
Home is thus dichotomously representative of the opposites: private and public, and inside
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and outside. In an ideal world, 'home is not simply a shelter from unsafety, but also a base
where insecurity and uncertainty can be reduced and confronted' (Baumann 1999: 17).
Home as a physical space proves to be a dubious construct for many asylum-seekers, and
this was further intimated by the following narrative account. On one occasion, I happened
to meet Greg again (Chapter 4, p. 85) at NICRAS. Greg comes from the central highlands of
Zimbabwe, and speaks fluent English as seems to be the case for the majority of people
from his country. During our conversation, he told me a few things about his life:
I have been here one year now. My appeal was refused, lamina house sharing with two
others from Zimbabwe. I said to a UKBA employee that I pay £3.50 before 9 o'clock for a bus
ticket, and this seems unfair (ca. £14 per month is a lot of money in these circumstances). He
told me that I may be able to sign every two weeks or monthly after a trial period. I am very
fed up. I am not allowed to work or study. I have no money and I would be glad to do
anything. The house gets electric put in every two weeks by the landlord. There is a weak
heater in the living room and one time the hot water cut out in the middle of a shower.

Greg lives in a house on an adjacent street to Sumed and Terry. He also received £35.52p
in cash each week. As this equates to £5 per day, he said: 'They (the UK authorities) don't
care about us or want us here. That much is clear. At the start of the week, I work out what I
am going to buy'. The winter of 2010 was particularly harsh for long periods, and the large
living room and kitchen were certainly very cold when I visited. The electricity is strictly
controlled by the landlord who is ultimately reimbursed by the Home Office, but who is in
the business of making a profit. He told me: 'I sleep in my jacket until I get warm enough,
and then I remove it. I don't want the cold to get into me, or then I will get pneumonia or
something. You never get used to the cold.' This was a complaint I heard from many
members of NICRAS. A heating engineer was supposed to have sorted out the problem, but
they were still waiting. As I was leaving, some junk mail was dropped through the letter box.
I noticed an electricity bill amongst the usual proliferation of leaflets which advertised
various items from food and clothing stores. However, these items on offer would not be a
part of Greg's weekly financial plan.
The philosopher Gaston Bachelard maintains that 'our house is our corner of the world...it
is our first universe, a real cosmos in every sense of the word'. Furthermore, 'all really
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inhabited space bears the essence of the notion of home' (Bachelard 1958/1994: 5).
Prescient to the lives of asylum-seekers and refugees, he adds that 'in the life of a man, the
house thrusts aside contingencies, its councils of continuity are unceasing. Without it, man
would be a dispersed being'. For the asylum-seekers who had recently arrived in Northern
Ireland, however, their places of dwelling were more akin to spaces in which to cook and
sleep, but lacked any semblance of a homely atmosphere (see Pennartz 1999: 95).The
anthropologist Alison James (1998: 142-3) states that the conceptual links between 'family'
and 'home' are mutually reinforcing and hence family and home are entwined as the
'modern domestic ideal'. Furthermore, she writes:
The idea of the “family" provides an important reference point for who we think we are.
Ties of blood and those of marriage locate us in the present social world, whilst those of
generation link us to a collective past and future.
Simpson (1994: 5) believes that:
Family is also linked implicitly and metonymically to that other most powerful of
representations: home. Home is thus assumed to be the privileged site in which love, safety,
support, pleasure and intimacy associated with the family will be found.
The majority of refugees and asylum-seekers who travelled to Northern Ireland did so alone,
and they remain here without the reassurance and assistance of family support structures.
Man may be a dispersed being, but that does not make him or her less valuable.

Making a Home: Refugees' Perspectives
As noted in Chapter 2 ,the Dublin Regulation/Convention (see Ghanea 2007: 123) is an
attempt at determining which EU state among the twenty seven would be responsible for
processing an asylum claim, purportedly in the best interests of prospective refugees, as
they know clearly where the responsibilities of states lie. The weakness is that there is
ambiguity in it. For example, many languages in Asia do not have the word 'refugee' in their
vocabulary, which probably means that it does not have the same moral or symbolic value
as in other cultures (Durieux 2008: 338-9). There exists a plethora of facts and figures, on
the UNHCR website for example, which include the various legal instruments pertaining to
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refugees, but what are some of the implications for these individuals who try to make a
home in Belfast?
My friend Moali had recently received his LLR status. He was telling me one morning at
NICRAS about the seemingly endless confusion that he had been experiencing in trying to
move out of his present accommodation at a local hostel. This is a men's hostel near the city
centre where its residents are obliged to vacate the premises for a few hours each day. Set
meals are eaten in the refectory, and visiting hours are monitored. He wanted to move back
into the SHAG (Housing Executive flats, see Chapter 4, p.88, n.39) building in the city centre
where he had initially stayed as an asylum-seeker. He was evidently desperate to move out
of the hostel and back into SHAG. We had arranged to meet the following morning in order
to visit the SHAG office, which is also situated in the city centre. The staff member at the
head office was friendly and sympathetic but explained that a four week advanced rent was
required before they could release the key to his room. The issue was that he could not
obtain the required finance from housing benefit as he was deemed to be living in hostel
accommodation and hence not in danger of becoming homeless. This situation had been
dragging on with Moali being sent back and forth from one benefit agency to the next.
A few days later I met Moali's friend and compatriot Morris by chance, as I was sitting in
the reception area at NICRAS. He also wanted help with a deposit that was required in order
for him to move to alternative accommodation. He had been offered a flat at SHAG along
with his two Zaghawa friends, Assan, and Abar, who are also from North Darfur. Firstly, I
helped Assan fill out a Crisis Loan form where he could request the requisite £190 that
would pay for the initial four weeks' rent. Formerly, and until very recently, a Jobseeker's
cheque could be procured without any hindrance, but the procedure appears to have
become more obfuscated with a shift in government policy. The fear at that time was that
they would all have to be housed in the 'dreaded' men's hostel unless the deposit money
could be found. Someone stated, 'that's like £2,000 to us!'
The impact of their LLR status illustrates the problems encountered by a number of
refugees when obliged to move on from the relative security of asylum-seeker
accommodation, and into the complications of mainstream social benefits. For example,
Morris received refugee status in April 2010 having spent four months in Belfast. Following
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the change in his legal status he had to move from NASS accommodation, a hostel in south
Belfast, into a Housing Executive dwelling. Morris is a temporary UK resident (his Home
Office document stated a citizenship review in 2015) which means a new set of challenges
as he moved on from the relative safety net of mandatory asylum-seeker care. He told me, 'I
will look for work as soon as I have settled into a new place and then I will be ready to think
about a job and all that'. This is a big adjustment in his thinking as the realisation dawns that
he will not be going back to his homeland in the foreseeable future. Sheldrake (2001: 20)
remarks that, 'commitment and responsibility point to the important fact that "history" is
not merely about the past but also about the present and future'. Morris had reached
another crossroad on his journey from Darfur to Northern Ireland. He said, 'I can now visit
any country that I want, except for Sudan'. To a certain extent, Morris now finds himself in a
unique situation. He is on his own in local society, without family support structures, and no
financial savings. Therefore, he is totally reliant on social welfare if needs be, the assistance
of friends, and his personal agency.
Occasionally NICRAS members would volunteer their services and help out in the office.
One day, I asked Teresa, who is very erudite, and had just finished her night shift as a
community nurse, where she considered home to be. She replied: 'It is where my mother
lives in Zimbabwe, but for me, I want to make myself useful in the community, so home is
where I live in Belfast.' Sarup (1994: 94) asks: 'Is home the place from where you have been
displaced, or where you are now?' Sorenson (1997: 145) believes that '"home" is the
socially and culturally familiar environment in which the displaced person has developed a
sense of integrity and identity'. The dual notion of home questions whether a sense of
place or belonging gives an individual stability. For example, a young mother from
Zimbabwe had once told me, 'I moved here as I have relatives living here. I feel as though I
have already lived two lives; the first growing up and as a teenager in Zimbabwe, and then
as an adult in Northern Ireland'.
Agnew (2005: 45) states that 'crossing frontiers can be arduous, and there are
innumerable risks but the quest to do so transforms the individual, shapes identity, and
enables him or her to realise his or her strengths'. Kibreab (1999: 391) notes that 'people
are often thought of, and think of themselves, as being rooted in place and as deriving their
identity from that rootedness'. Perhaps the question therefore hinges on the length of time
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spent in one place, the sense of value an individual feels, and the extent to which that place
affords notions of home. I asked Teresa if she ever returns to Zimbabwe: 'Not really. I am
too loud and obvious. I would get into trouble. The people in Zimbabwe are always talking.
They know if I am at home before I even arrive there myself, and they know what I am
having for my dinner!’ Teresa is a well-established refugee, and has lived in Belfast for about
seven years. On the other hand, a fellow Zimbabwean woman who is still in the process of
seeking asylum, said: 'There is nothing I miss about Zimbabwe. I would really like this place
to be my permanent home'.
For an increasing number of refugees, Belfast is now considered as home, at least
temporarily. I had helped Sadir fill out his housing benefit form in the NICRAS reception area
as he had just moved into his 'new' accommodation. Sadir originally comes from south
Darfur in Sudan, and has only recently acquired official refugee status, despite having lived
in the UK for around five years (Legacy Case, see Chapter 6, p.151, and n. 50). His flat is
another block of shared flats under the auspices of SHAC near to the city centre. The flat is
situated at a busy crossroads with a night club close by, and with a small and dark kitchen
where cooking smells are very hard to dissipate with a lack of a window or effective
extraction. He shares this new home with an Irishman and a refugee from Guinea. He also
laments the fact that there is nowhere to sit and socialise outside of his own room. In his
room there was a table, a cupboard, and a television, but little else. I suggested that he
acquire some posters for the wall and eventually a few other items in order to make the
room more homely. Sadir is older than most of the Sudanese men I have met so far and he
speaks good, clear English. He offered me some tea and we had a brief chat:
I am now 37 years old but have not been allowed to work in the UK for five years. I now have
my papers and I'm looking for work. I am busy with a lot of appointments at the moment. I
used to run the family general shop with my sister in my home town, a place 70 km from
Nyala in the south of Darfur. It's called Muhajirya where there has been recent fighting,
about 30 km away.
Despite being able to progress with his life, Sadir's brief narrative serves as anecdotal
evidence which emphasises the fact that despite living for over five years in the UK,
memories of the homeland remain close at hand.
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I continued to help Moali with his move and accompanied him to inspect his new home
which had been offered to him by SHAC. We met the maintenance man who was
permanently available to assist the residents. He told Moali that he would hang some
curtains and obtain whatever else he could for him. The room was basic but bright on this
sunny morning. Moali approved it immediately and appeared delighted to be moving back
in, albeit to a different flat from where he had begun his life as an asylum-seeker. There are
about one hundred flats in this five storey building. We met one of his fellow 'flat-mates' as
the dwelling is designed for three males to share the bathroom, living room and kitchen
facilities. Moali gave him a perfunctory greeting as no doubt they are used to various people
coming and going, such is the mobile situation of their current lives. I was later informed by
Moali that the man was in fact an Algerian refugee who had been working in Belfast for the
past three years.
The next step was to fill out a housing benefit form in order that regular payments are
paid to SHAC via a direct debit mandate. A few days later I delivered a portable TV to Moali's
flat. His room was already looking more homely with curtains, a table and chairs, and a
wardrobe, but a marked lack of personal possessions. There is a constant sense of transition
for many refugees and asylum-seekers as they seek to improve their place of abode. They
have little choice but to find a new place to call home when their official status changes
from asylum-seeker, to bona-fide refugee. The emotive and physical dimensions of home
thus appear a tenuous construct as they search for better quality, or more suitable,
accommodation. For example, Adel, another Sudanese refugee, articulated to me the points
system that Housing Associations use in order to assess housing needs54. He told me that 70
points are granted if the person concerned lives in a hostel, with a further 20 points
awarded if they are then visited by an accredited Housing Association employee. There are
separate schemes for single people, as opposed to those with children, or with a family. The
new system means that only one point at a time is now being given. Morris had once said to
me, 'how do I move on and get more than ninety'? Adel was actively looking for a new place

54 The Social Housing Selection Scheme is organised by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE). When
applying for housing or to request a transfer, candidates are assessed and awarded points according to their
housing need. Applicants are placed on a waiting list for areas and landlords of choice (Housing Executive
2010).
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in south Belfast, but that location, due to its general popularity, meant many more points
are required than for less desirable parts of the city.
Eddie (see Chapter 4, p.80) had been living at the Salvation Army Hostel in Belfast city
centre for the past year when I first met him. He had been in Belfast for eighteen months,
and had received his refugee status after his initial substantive interview. He had accrued
sufficient points to secure a small flat near to the city centre. His flat consisted of a small
living room with an adjacent small kitchen area. The short hallway led into the one
bedroom, with the bathroom behind another door. Apart from a large storage room, this
was to be Eddie's new home. The chief benefit of the house, according to the philosopher
Bachelard, is that it 'shelters daydreaming, the house protects the dreamer; the house
allows one to dream in peace. The house is one of the greatest powers of integration for the
thoughts, memories and dreams of mankind' (1958, 1994: 6).The flat had needed to be
completely redecorated, but he had sufficient contacts in Belfast to help him transform the
place into a cosy and habitable abode.
When I returned, he had transformed an empty and dilapidated space within a week.
Tasteful wallpaper, matching curtains, and a rug on the floor, complimented his newly
acquired furniture. Eddie now had a place to call home, he was actively engaged with other
refugees and asylum-seekers as well as members of the local community, he had
established links with other groups in the vicinity (a basketball team for example), and
furthermore he was also enrolled in a job training scheme. These Sudanese refugees
mentioned throughout this section are in the process of becoming part of local society, and
in the act of home making, seek to become emplaced in their new environment. As new
residents that have been granted refugee status, they have been given the chance to look
tentatively to the future; to plan, to dream, and to formulate realistic ambitions.

Transition and Home in Movement
In this section, I examine some theories of transition and movement as a contemporary
feature of globalisation where 'no fixed abode' can appear to be an increasingly common
state of being. By continuing to reflect on refugee and asylum-seeker narratives, I aim to
show how such phenomena can help to further elucidate meanings of home. The majority
of people who are born in Belfast will have lifelong family ties in the area. They will be
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educated locally until they reach adulthood, and very often find work, find a partner, have
children, and remain in the same area for most of their lives. For a person to be able to
experience continuity, the past, the present and the future are all lived and envisaged with
connections rooted in time and place. John Berger (quoted in Rapport and Dawson 1998:
27) believes that:
In an age that conceptualises itself in terms of global movement, the idea of ''home''
undergoes dramatic change. In place of the conventional conception of home as the stable
physical centre of the universe, and a safe place to leave and return to, a far more mobile
notion comes to be used.
Following this line, 'not only can one be at home in movement, but that movement can
be one's very home, and furthermore, one's identity is formed on the move'. The authors
are referring to a more general shift away from the fixity of home as a sedentary place, and
toward a more globalised world where home can be construed as in constant transit
between divergent and discrepant social milieus (ibid.: 31). Prescient to the recent inward
migration to Northern Ireland, Bauman (2007: 83) believes that: 'Due to the global
devastation of livelihoods and the uprooting of long settled populations, cities have become
dumping grounds for globally conceived and gestated problems'. I would contend that
refugees and asylum-seekers are a forced vanguard of any such uprooting. 'The policy of
compulsory dispersal to areas where there are few ethnic minority communities, for
example, makes them obvious as different and restrictions on their employment enforce
idleness and dependence on welfare' (Sales 20007: 8).

For example, I often came across

Asam in the reception area at NICRAS, and his narrative below picks up his story of
transience long after he arrived in the UK. The disparate geographical locations of his friends
reflect the government's dispersal policy5^. He was staying at a nearby hostel, but he liked
to spend a lot of time at NICRAS where he would meet up with friends from the refugee
community. During our conversation, he told me:
I was in Southampton for four years. I then took a ship to Canada on a false passport. We
stopped in Belfast, and I was arrested. I am now here three years. At first on £42 a week,
and since September, 2008, Section 4 vouchers (see Chapter 2, p.36, n.ll), and now nothing.
55 The 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act implemented the policy of a no-choice dispersal across the UK where
there was an availability of social housing (Kissoon 2005: 6, see Squire 2009:116-141). Northern Ireland was
not included in this government policy.
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I said I will go back to Sudan. At this time two people (asylum-seekers) were shot dead at
Khartoum airport, did you not hear about it? They said they cannot send me back (October
2008). I have made friends in Middlesbrough, Swansea, Birmingham and Manchester, and
many Sudanese in Shepherd's Bush in London. Always before there were some working as
doctors and other things, but now very many come.
After he told me that he was from the south of Darfur, I brought out my detailed map of
the region (see Chapter4, p.76) where we eventually located his home town of Tulus. Asam
went on to say: 'My father is a lorry driver, he has always been. My mother and one sister
are all still living there. Many friends left at the same time as me (2003 when civil conflict
began in earnest)'. On a separate occasion, I had a conversation with another Sudanese
refugee, namely my friend Eddie. We spoke about a mutual acquaintance and his failed
attempt at seeking asylum in Northern Ireland. He had been returned to Italy where his
original asylum claim in a European Union country was lodged. We also spoke about how
Malta is a popular transit country for African asylum-seekers, and furthermore, how France
is a good country for attaining a visa, according to Eddie. It occurred to me that this is the
type of regular discussion imposed on individuals who experience a world of continuous
movement from the time they leave their home areas, and does not cease until they
manage to settle somewhere, and preferably in the possession of an official refugee status
document.
In addition to the formative Sudanese community, Asam and Eddie are part of 'the
refugee community' where they hear all sorts of rumours and accounts of asylum narratives
that include what decision is most profitable to take at any given moment. In the process of
formulating social relationships, many refugees continue to exist on the margins of society,
and are subsequently largely excluded from the narratives pertaining to the vicissitudes of
the settled population in Belfast. From the examples given above, I have shown that
intersubjective dialogue between refugees and asylum-seekers focuses on movement as a
predominant mode of being. From such a vantage point, notions of home, community and
belonging appear to be both localised and translocal (see Appadurai 1996).
The context of the lives of the local population in Northern Ireland has become
increasingly translocal as they are immersed in a thoroughly globalised world. The idea of
home and place has been described by Rapport and Dawson (1998: 10) as 'inhabiting a
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cognitive environment in which one can undertake the routines of daily life and through
which one finds one's identity best mediated; and homeless when such an environment is
eschewed'. Home and place, in terms of belonging and native soil, is what asylum-seekers
like Asam have run away from (see Williksen 2004: 117). The lives of asylum-seekers in
Belfast are filled with more uncertainty than those who have attained LLR status. Routines
of daily life relate to a few places of familiarity in the city where they feel secure. Their
primary concern is less about a sense of identity, and more of a concern with receiving some
form of residency status. Asylum-seekers are not travellers in the sense of discovering
places. Auge (1995) describes places where we are only in transit as non-places; hotels,
supermarkets and airports for example. However, such places are a brief stop in an
otherwise ordered life with homes, schools, jobs and sports clubs to attend. In contrast, for
refused asylum-seekers like Asam, finding a meaningful and regular routine is chimerical. He
had been moved to a hostel in the town of Coleraine, which is a long (about 60 miles) and
prohibitively expensive distance from the familiarity of Belfast (Asam finally received his LLR
'papers' in spring, 2012).
As stated previously, at any time during the application process, asylum-seekers whose
appeals are exhausted and who are willing to risk going back have the option of Assisted
Voluntary Return (AVR, see Chapter 2, p.47). I came across my Somali friend Asif at a
refugee services event, held at the City Church premises in south Belfast. We went over to
the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) stand where we introduced ourselves to
the communications officer. His organisation specialised in repatriating nationals back to
their countries of origin by offering financial support. He explained to Asif that he could
possibly (but not definitely) return to Somaliland or Puntland, both of which have some
measure of stability, but on no account would he be allowed back to Somalia under the
present circumstances . Even when Asif receives travel papers (this can only happen once he
has received official refugee status), he will not be permitted to visit the neighbouring
countries of Kenya or Ethiopia, although Djibouti would be a possibility according to Asif.
'Djibouti is mainly Somali people anyway. From there I could get to sort out to see family.
My family are from Somalia in the south, but they moved north', he said. In this instance,
home is attached not only to place, but more pointedly to relationships. Asif often told me
about his mother and sister in Somalia, whom he would like to help, or at least to see again.
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I found that many people within the refugee community expressed their desire to see family
and friends again, as opposed to a wish to specifically revisit their country of origin.

It is worth quoting Valentine Daniel (2002: 28B) at some length when he states that:

A refugee is a displaced person, displaced by violence directed against her, violence for
which she is not responsible. If a refugee is a displaced person, she is also decentred. Both
displacement and decentering are spatial orientations relative to a place called “home".
Home in the case of displacement connotes something physical whereas in the case of
decentering it connotes something psychological, moral, and even spiritual. When refugees
are repatriated, they may find 'home', in both senses of the term, unavailable or missing.

This point can be further illustrated by an experience I had after I called at an asylum-seeker
house in the south of Belfast in order to deliver a piece of furniture. As this was a Friday, all
six of the Sudanese people present in the house were observing the Muslim prayer day, and
they were going to share a traditional meal together. I was invited to sit down, and I was
offered tea and some dates. One of the men I had seen on a few occasions in and around
NICRAS, and he introduced himself to me. Having established my position as a NICRAS
volunteer, as well as an academic researcher, Bibi, who originally comes from Khartoum,
decided to show me his bail papers from a local court which had been paid for by a
Sudanese friend. Bibi was temporarily staying in his flat, and was obliged to sign each week
at Drumkeen House as part of his bail conditions. He proceeded to tell me:
I first come to UK in 2001 and I stay in Hull, and after in Birmingham. Coventry Road is very
many from Sudan. All that time UKBA not ask me what I have been doing. I was working
sometime doing 'black' work, but I could have been paying tax in that time. In 2007 I return
with £3,000 money from IOM. I have my own internet cafe in Khartoum and I help many
people from Darfur. The security people were always hanging around and scared away all
my business. I was engaged to be married at the time, but I have no parents or family
anymore (Bibi is about forty years old). I believe that I was in danger, so I buy a false
passport and fly to Ireland and claimed asylum. I claim again in France and spend fifteen
days in prison, and was sent back to Dublin. I was a few months in an asylum holding centre
in Longford. It was like a secure hostel with food provided. Human Rights are much better
here (Belfast) as can move around freely and visit friends. We buy our own food and take it
in turn to cook. I claimed again here and was sent to Dungavel detention centre in Scotland
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(Chapter 8, p.207, n.60). Bail was paid and I am released. Two times I leave my country as is
not safe.
In 2007, Bibi had decided to return and to be repatriated in Khartoum, his original
homeland, but also the place from where he had been uprooted once before. His life had
become the embodiment of displacement. His individuality, both physical and spiritual, has
been decentred, which has rendered any notion of home ephemeral. Jansen and Lofving
(2009: 5-6, cf. Turton 2005) caution the danger of 'reasserting the value of normative
sedentarism, whereby all human beings, understood collectively as cultural groups,
"belong" to a certain place on earth and derive a primordial identity from that belonging'.
Kibreab enjoins (1999: 397) that:
(If) it is simply presumed that the refugees' "real identity", if they were "allowed to be
themselves", is their belonging to an (ethno-) national category territorialised in relation to
the "homeland and the past", we end up with a reified, essentialised notion of belonging...
that is lived in links with the "homeland" and a yearning to return home.
Judging by many asylum-seeker and refugee narratives, discourses pertaining to home and
belonging would appear to be far more complicated than these notions suggest.
Nonetheless, if home is lived in movement, it is worth remembering that according to
Sichone (2008: 309) around ninety-seven per cent of the human population never
permanently leave their home areas even though we live in an era of increasing
globalisation.
Stasis and Survival
Ahmed et al (2003: 5) state, 'the greatest movements often occur within the self, within the
home or within the family, while the phantasm of limitless mobility often rests on the power
of border controls and policing of who does and does not belong'. The social and political
sectarian divide in Belfast and Northern Ireland as a whole has been well documented.
However, putting aside cultural and ideological beliefs, there is little by way of their physical
appearance that indicates difference amongst the host population. The relatively sudden
increase of incoming foreign migrants to Belfast over the past decade has been a noticeable
phenomenon. This has been particularly marked in Northern Ireland where the ethnically
homogenous population is around ninety eight per cent (compared to eighty five per cent in
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Great Britain (See Chapter 6, p.130). In the previous section, I noted that for many local
inhabitants of Belfast, spending a significant part of their lives in one area is a common
occurrence. Feld and Basso (1996: 8, quoted in Jansen and Lofving 2009: 12) note that in the
phenomenological approach, emplacement is 'the way in which people encounter places,
and invest them with significance'. The concepts of normative sedentarism (Jansen and
Lofving 2009: 5), or emplacement, in contrast to migration and displacement, goes
someway in deciphering practices of identification that are related (or not related) to
territory. The following subjective narratives in this section seek to clarify these ideas.
Vincent comes from Zimbabwe, is now in his early fifties, and he lost his final appeal for
asylum over a year ago. When I met him at the NICRAS Annual General Meeting, I
remember him telling me:
I am living like a rabbit. I am hiding in the house (his asylum-seeker accommodation supplied
by NASS). I go out early so that nobody sees me, and I come back later. All my support
stopped earlier this month.
As he lost his appeal, he was not permitted to remain at that address. Vincent requires the
bare minimum to survive; a roof over his head, a place to live in, to sleep, to cook, and to
feel secure. He again reiterated to me his difficult life and aspects of his asylum case, and
appeal (I sensed that he needed to tell someone who understands something of his travails.
See for example Smith 2008: 87, Williksen 2004: 118). Rapport and Dawson (1998: 30) note
that: 'Untold stories leave their narrators stationary as the stories unfold, while the
experience of the narrators is to be found in global transience'. I replied to him that I
believed his story to be credible, but the UKBA were the ones to convince. Vincent believes
that 'a human rights angle' could be his last hope of a successful resolution, and he now had
a new solicitor to look at his case notes. Furthermore, he told me that he was to get a
doctor's note which explained how the constant stress of the journey out to Drumkeen was
having a detrimental effect on his health. He had eventually managed to arrange a place to
stay semi-permanently (with the assistance of Bryson House). In order to indicate a sense of
stasis that exists in Vincent's life, the date on which his narrative below took place, was
nearly a year since our meeting at the NICRAS AGM. He told me:
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From the £10 I receive each week from the (NICRAS) Destitution Fund, £3 goes on mealy
meal, and this fills me up. I get this from the African shop and £3 on chicken from a place in
the city centre. You have to know the cheapest places to survive. I can't afford fresh fruit. I
am still living at the same place and I have two letters now from Zimbabwe to help with a
fresh claim. My wife sent one, and the other is proof of my membership with the MDC. My
wife went to the army to look for proof of my records, but someone there said: 'Where's
your husband now? You watch out'. I phoned my friend the other day, but now I can't
contact him as his number is not possible to reach.

Unable to achieve refugee status, and unwilling to return home, Vincent's life in limbo
highlights the fact that he is displaced whilst simultaneously looking for ways to become
emplaced in a new country, and a place that he hopes will eventually afford him sanctuary.
Taking control of one's emplacement may require an economic life outside of the law, as
evinced by Bibi (see above, p.174, and Moaii Chapter 5, p.114, see Derek below), and other
individuals in a similar predicament, who feel that working in the 'informal economy' forms
part of their limited survival strategies. Vincent continued:
You know those big, heavy concrete slabs. I was in contact with a man who offered me a job
unloading these things. I got £120. Just as I was thinking how good this money will be, I hear
that my aunty in Zimbabwe had a stroke, and so I sent some of that money over for her.
Now they ask for more money. They think the stuff grows on the streets over here.
As Ahmed et al (2003: 10) suggest, 'staying put' is not without movement. The authors
refuse the idea that home is about stasis, suggesting instead that homes involve 'a
continuous act of production and reproduction that is never fully complete'. After this
interaction with Vincent, I decided to contact Derek, as I had not seen nor heard from him
for a while. The last time that I had spoken to him, he was living with his girlfriend in a
suburb of Belfast, but had no means to support himself financially in any way. This was the
case when I met up with him again. He told me:

I feel like going back (to Kenya), at least that would make me feel like I'm making some sort
of progress. I've no idea what I would be going back to. Even if they put me in detention
over here I would be changing my life now. What use am I if I can't contribute to anything to
the home? £35 in vouchers would be brilliant compared to what I have. I get odd jobs
sometimes where I live, but I would really like a work permit. I can't go forward like this.

177

CHAPTER 7

HOME and BELONGING

An advocate for the refugee community had once expressed to me that it is like a 'war of
attrition' between the authorities and certain asylum-seekers to see how much they can
endure before they are forced into a decision to leave the country. To go forward by staying
in Northern Ireland, or to go forward, as in a risky return to his homeland? Going forward in
this instance, may mean going back. Derek also told me that in order to break the
continuous cycle of boredom he regularly visits the local library, or goes on long walks,
sometimes until late in the evening before going straight to bed. 'Most refugees deal with
practical problems first and psychological issues come later, often when they are more
securely settled. In relation to unaccompanied refugees young people want to face the
present first, the future next and the past last' (Sales 2007: 88). In a sense, once a refugee
has been accepted by the Home Office as a person in need of protection by the state, he or
she has been granted the opportunity to begin a new life. In contrast, the individual who is
still in the process of seeking asylum is more likely to look back and reflect on why he or she
felt the need to leave their place of origin and home. This is because asylum-seekers have
been obliged to present their cases in graphic detail to the relevant authorities and are
either awaiting a decision, or their application has been rejected, and hence the past and
the present are more firmly entwined.
Jackson (2005: 147), writing about the social consequences following Sierra Leone's bitter
civil war, states that, 'rather than dwell on what happened in the past, they desired only to
move on, to start over. It was this that made their immobility so painful, for if there is one
thing that reduces a person to nothingness it is waiting without hope'. It has been said
(Reed 2004: 3) that 'to be without place is to be humiliated, to exist at the limits of
conventional social life'. Memories of childhood homes have been transformed by events.
Forced migrants feel attached to that territory but are unable to return as they would not
feel safe. Both Vincent and Derek have a dwelling in which to stay, but for them, legal
permission to work temporarily, whilst they await an official decision concerning their
asylum claims, would be sufficient to feel minimally emplaced. Refugees and asylum-seekers
are now constitutive of the growing number of migrants in Northern Ireland and needs to
be recognised as part of Belfast's modern culture and society. Due to the effects of an
increasingly globalised world, there has been an increase of people from other countries
who have arrived in Belfast over the past decade or so. People and places are continually
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experiencing modes of transformation. Refused asylum-seekers whose lives appear to be
currently in stasis, are in the process of moving across the marginal zone between two
countries, as they await a decision which may allow reincorporation into local society.
Conclusion

The meaning of home for Morris was at the local market-place where social interaction,
sociability, and reproducing his culture with friends became tantamount to a feeling of
belonging in a distinct locality. The public spaces reinforced the idea of home as represented
by a temporal awareness. The difficulties inherent in re-creating a semblance of home was
illustrated by attitudes toward the men's hostel, and iterated by the asylum-seeker house.
Despite being shared spaces, they can accentuate loneliness without the comfort of family
members to provide succour and practical support. More self-respect appeared to have
been gained living within the confines of the SHAG housing block from where a routine
allows for plotting a life course within the parameters and realities of the local jobs market.
In contrast to the hostel or asylum-seeker house environment, Eddie, a refugee from Sudan
showed how decorating a dwelling, and making that space a place to call home is the first
step for a refugee to lay the foundations and possibilities for the development of a new life
in Belfast. In this way, familiarity within the structures of local community can mark the
processes of emplacement. With reference to the philosophy of Gaston Bachelard, I also
noted that the physical security of the home can provide for a measure of psychological
equilibrium.
Refugees and asylum-seekers are increasingly being pushed and pulled toward Western
European cities. Uprooted and displaced, these forced migrants have now begun to arrive in
Northern Ireland during the past decade. Rapport and Dawson (1998) allude to the concept
of being at home in movement, where in an uncertain world with increasing numbers of
people on the move in search of a better life, the idea of home has become more complex
and nuanced. Therefore, perhaps the physical structure that may be pronounced a home is
of secondary importance. Commitment to a place is to move from observer to participant
and if that transition cannot be achieved, and the individual (refugee and asylum-seeker)
cannot fit in, they may decide to leave for another place if that option is feasible.
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I showed some of the ways in which anthropological theory pertaining to movement in a
globalised world is indicative of the asylum-seeker experience in Belfast. In addition to what
I heard during conversations between certain individuals who form part of Belfast's 'refugee
community', the narratives personally given to me all speak of transition, places, people and
experiences of life lived on the move, i demonstrated in this chapter how asylum-seekers
have become caught up in the flows of migration that characterise the modern world, and
yet there remains the ambiguity of stasis inherent in the lives of individuals who have been
refused refugee status. There are limited amounts of movement possible when personal
circumstances restrict the individual to a finite amount of places to visit. Individuals seek
ways in which to go forward, and to become emplaced once again, but the constraints of
the system ensure their options are reduced. In the next chapter, the focus will remain on
Northern Ireland as a specific geographical location with reference to the kind of support
structures that are available to refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast. It will look more
closely at the ways in which they are made to feel welcome to the UK in general, and the
many challenges that need to be faced.
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Northern Ireland as a Place of Sanctuary?
Introduction
Individuals within the host community of Northern Ireland are responsible for providing
some type of home for the refugee and asylum-seeker. Various organisations are actively
engaged in this role, but how does the wider community in Belfast react to the ethnic
difference becoming visible in their midst? Sheldrake (2001: 114) avers that 'hospitality is
always a blending of inside and outside. In other words, hospitality creates a "between”
place. This is where the other is encountered and social difference transcended'. Once
again, subjective narrative from refugees and asylum-seekers brings into sharper focus their
individual experiences on the streets of Belfast. The opening sections describe the role of
organisations such as NICRAS and the local Red Cross agency. They act as advocates
engaged to some extent in ameliorating the difficulties and challenges that are faced on a
regular basis by refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast.
Human rights discourse is never far removed from the individual agency of many asylumseekers, caught as they are between their advocates on the one hand, and agents of law
enforcement, as represented by the nexus of: Home Office, UK Border Agency, and National
Asylum Support Services (NASS), on the other. This chapter continues to examine the ways
in which refugees and asylum-seeker manoeuvre within these parameters as they seek to
make Northern Ireland their home, even if temporarily. The chapter moves on to analyse
how organs of the nation-state, in addition to localised subjective opinion-making, decide
why particular individuals are more deserving than others in a host-guest relationship.
The next section focuses on competency in the English language as one striking example
that connects the theme of deservingness with a purported usefulness to society, and
simultaneously impacts on notions of boundary construction and belonging. Following from
this, the chapter shines a light on language as a crucial aspect of social inclusion and
exclusion. Refugees in Belfast come from a wide variety of countries, and their ability to
speak English varies greatly. Familiarity and usage of the English language comes more
naturally, for example, to Zimbabweans and Kenyans, in comparison to Somalis and
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Iranians. Hoffmann (1998: 253) states that 'our first knowledge is the most powerful, and
the shadows cast by it upon the imagination can be more potent than the solid evidence of
our own experience'. Some of the ways in which refugees and asylum-seekers experience
and adapt to this language challenge are thus brought under the spotlight.
In the next two sections, I analyse media representations which promulgate particular
stereotypes of asylum-seekers as undesirable aliens. Any formation of an 'us' and 'them'
divide leads to experiences of racism, fuelled by suspicion of the stranger who lives within
the boundaries of local communities. By combining narrative dialogue with some statistical
and theoretical analysis, this part of the chapter looks more closely at some of the reasons
why asylum-seekers in particular, are deemed by some inhabitants of the nation-state, to be
considered as minatory. The final section focuses on the calculus of power and its relevance
to the daily lives of refugees and asylurn-seekers in Belfast. The UKBA plays a central role in
deciding who is allowed to stay in the UK, and who is refused entrance. Bryson House
(NASS) acts as the link between the authority of government asylum policies and those
affected by them in Belfast. By using insights from diverse studies on the concept of power
alongside experiential narratives from a range of refugees and asylum-seekers, I show some
of the ways in which the inconstancy of power holds sway over their uncertain existence in
Northern Ireland.
The Refugee Centre
As non-citizens, refugees and asylum-seekers desire to be granted wider membership into
local society. Alex Hall (2005) wrote about an information centre in England for asylumseekers which functioned with the help of volunteers. Similarly, in Belfast, Northern Ireland
Community of Refugees and Asylum-seekers (NICRAS) continues to promote cross-cultural
understanding in a safe and secure environment largely thanks to the efforts of its
volunteers. NICRAS was established in 2002 as a Refugee Community Organisation.
According to the NICRAS Website (www.nicras.org.uk), it functions as the only refugee led
organisation in Northern Ireland (Nl) that represents the interests of its members. The
organisation aims to:
Support the integration process of refugees and asylum-seekers into local communities
throughout Nl, to raise awareness of the issues, problems and difficulties faced by refugees
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and asylum-seekers in Nl, to inform members of relevant changes to immigration policy and
legislation, to organise social and recreational events and to respond to the changing needs
of its members.

The on-going advice service and support offered to its members are the principle tasks
undertaken by NICRAS. This section describes the advocacy role carried out at NICRAS. This
was the place where I was enabled to meet many of its members, and from where mutual
relationships of trust and respect in a safe and pleasant environment were established. Its
main purpose is to offer a professional service by qualified advice workers who work
tirelessly to assist the growing numbers of people seeking asylum locally, as well as
continuing to support existing refugees, who visit the building in south Belfast.
Some of the daily activities and challenges involved in the running of a refugee centre are
briefly set out here. Among a wide range of community projects and cross-community
activities, the football team, NICRAS FC, has participated in several organised tournaments
as a way of integrating members of the squad into the community. Furthermore, there is a
Belfast marathon relay team, youth group meetings and activities, day trips, the twice
weekly English classes. Refugee Week events, as well as many other opportunities and
events which are periodically advertised on the walls inside the building. Funding
applications are arranged for local college courses for example, and items of donated
clothing and furniture are also occasionally offered. There were collaborative projects which
included the Integrated Neighbourhood Project (see Chapter 6, p.140) in association with
the charitable organisation Corrymeela, the Belfast Friendship Club, and the Steps into
Dialogue Project.
In the course of my fieldwork, I spent many hours in the NICRAS office and observed the
type of interaction and general advocacy work that takes place on a regular basis. On more
than one occasion, NICRAS members would come in and ask whether Tim (administration
manager) could let them have £5, or £10 emergency money (from the Destitution Relief
Fund). On one occasion, he had to tell them to come back on a specific date, as there was no
money to give out because he had not been to the bank that day or for other cash flow
reasons. I observed how these individuals usually accepted the news without complaint,
though occasionally I noticed prolonged humorous banter, before they eventually realised
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that Tim was being serious. Asylum- seekers whose appeal has been exhausted are not
eligible for public funds. NICRAS is only able to give them little more than £10 per week in
addition to an 'emergency food parcel' organised by a local church group which is collected
once a week by Tim or a volunteer.
I also witnessed Tim having to be firm and direct in explaining the realities of NICRAS'
own precarious financial situation. I greeted my friends Eaman and Asam who had both
come into the office for a short while, but only whilst Eaman waited to collect an emergency
food parcel (in reality, a white plastic bag containing various foodstuffs).On another day, a
new volunteer who was helping out for six weeks was working on the new NICRAS website,
updating and re-arranging the existing one. The NICRAS manager came into the office and
said: 'It makes me so happy to finally make some progress on this, or anything for that
matter'. She then spoke to the youth and events co-ordinator about funding opportunities. I
heard them talking about various funders who give relatively small amounts, and yet how
crucial they are in helping the organisation to function effectively, and to some extent, just
to keep them in existence (earlier in the year, the three paid members of staff were
organising the most important funding application that is received from the OFMDFM
toward rent and salaries). In fact, Tim was constantly informing several funding agencies
about the latest audited accounts, along with the activities that are provided by NICRAS. He
was also busy sorting out a water leak in the upstairs toilet that had caused a part of the
ceiling on the ground floor to come away. The rent and maintenance of the old building
were both expensive, and time consuming. NICRAS moved to a more suitable building on
the same street in the summer of 2011.

Advocacy, and the Rights of Being Human

In this section, I demonstrate some of the ways in which advocacy plays a practical role in
building bridges between the NICRAS members and the settled population. Further, I
highlight some of the work of other organisations that offer advice and practical assistance
to Belfast's refugees and asylum-seekers. O'Neill (2011: 133) opines that 'much of the
knowledge generated by advocacy groups suggests there is a need for alternatives to
dominant media messages that construct refugees as a problem or threat and can dispel
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myths and promote a more empathic understanding'. Eiumanitarian agencies such as the
Red Cross are an instrumental part of alleviating this dire situation. At one level, recognition
of a human ontology means moral action towards others which is informed by an implicit
understanding of what is entailed in being human (Josephides 2003: 236)56.
Advocacy is closely related to human rights discourse insofar as advocates act as
defenders who plead for the cause of another. In parallel with the ideology espoused within
cosmopolitanism, it is based on openness to all forms of otherness and associated with
appreciation and interaction with people from other cultural backgrounds (Abu-Rabia 2008:
164). Connected to the discourse on human rights and the broader idea of 'what is due to
human beings' (Josephides 2003: 237), I have illustrated in previous chapters that asylumseekers and refugees in Northern Ireland are continually searching for the opportunity to lay
down roots, as part of the process of belonging to a place. For the individual seeking asylum
in the UK, it is the interpersonal encounter with Home Office/UKBA officials that will
ultimately decide the outcome between building walls and building bridges. It is worth
quoting the eminent anthropologist Michael Jackson (2005: 141) when he perceptively
states that:
What decides the difference between building walls and building bridges is, as in any
intersubjective encounter, the degree to which a person or group feels ontologically secure.
The less one's sense of comprehension and control the more one is likely to split self from
other and construct the other as alien, minatory, dirty or dangerous.

Building a wall is equivalent to the security which surrounds the borders of a nation
state. Asylum-seekers are effectively caught between wall and bridge: unable to go back, or
to go forwards. In Agier's words (quoted in Bauman 2007: 38), 'they have been cast into a
condition of "liminal drift'', and they do not know and cannot know whether it is transitory
or permanent'. Refugees on the other hand, have been granted permission to cross the
bridge, and hence the opportunity to rebuild their lives. It was in my presence that the Red
Cross co-ordinator gave an asylum-seeker a £10 Tesco voucher so that he could use some of
his spare cash (£35 per week) on a duvet. He had told me that he sleeps in his clothes at
56 UN Declaration of Human Rights (1948), Article 1 states that 'ail humans are born free and equal in dignity
and rights. Humans have a fundamental right to move within, and in and out of their state of origin (Article
13). Movement, whether as a UN human right or in its more extensive meaning that includes mobility between
states, is also bound up with the notions of 'democracy' and 'citizenship' (Kaneff 2013: 9).
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night but still cannot keep warm (this was a period of sub-zero temperatures, snow and ice).
It was obvious how these temperatures were harder for someone from Africa to tolerate for
example. I asked about his Christmas Day plans and he responded: 'I hope to be invited
somewhere. It can be a long day'. I said how someone in his situation must be used to long
days, and I told him that the City Church on University Avenue have an annual gathering of
about seventy people each year. They hold a church service which is followed by Christmas
lunch.
Rorty (1993: 133-4) thinks we should be moved by long, sad, sentimental stories that have
induced us, the rich, safe, powerful people to tolerate, and even to cherish powerless
people who challenge our own moral identity. It could also be said that, 'a person who has
suffered pain is thought to require consideration and restitution in order to have his or her
humanity restored' (Josephides 2003: 237). For the refugee, the restitution may simply
entail acknowledgement and empathy for their plight as enacted by those involved in their
advocacy. However, for many asylum-seekers, this may involve more substantive political
and social action which helps in building a bridge to some form of minimal integration.
Human rights discourse is enacted at the Red Cross office in Belfast. Their purpose is to
alleviate the plight of many refugees and asylum-seekers that face destitution (see Chapter
9). The manager Phil, has to decide how best to spend his allocated budget. One expense is
the cost of £2,000 to produce printed guide books (in many different languages) which serve
to orientate asylum-seekers and refugees. Phil also supplies vouchers that can be exchanged
for clothes at the Red Cross charity shop in Bangor, County Down. Phil said, 'many asylumseekers may be the "breadwinner” back "home"'. Remittances are therefore regularly sent
to help support the family back in the country of origin. We discussed how 50p can go a long
way in Darfur which can even put £35 per week in perspective (see Chapter 2, p.35). Social
capital, pride, and cultural expectation may demand, or expect, pecuniary assistance from
distant kin. That is one of the reasons why the majority of refugees (and asylum-seekers if
so permitted) are more than keen to find employment.
Refugees often experience a profound loss of status. Sumed (see Chapter 7, p.162) for
instance, was a wealthy man back in his homeland of Darfur as he possessed many head of
cattle, and hence had social and economic capital. Despite this, he left that way of life
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behind in order to seek asylum in a European country. These types of issues bring to the
fore the fine line between economic migrations and the persecuted individual. They also
highlight the junction where cultural relativism and universal human rights discourse can be
seen to intersect. 'Policies concerning the acceptance and settlement of refugees are based
on humanitarian principles, whereas it is the interests of the receiving country that govern
policies on economic migration' (Sales 2007: 70). Is there such a large difference in the
actuality of some people's lives? Schirmer (1997:181, cf. Joppke 1998: 109-142) states that:
'Human rights are not acted out in a vacuum: it is the social position and political realities in
which people find themselves and their specific relation to international standards that give
human rights their substance and meaning'. The following section examines more closely
who is purportedly deserving of the kind of advocacy highlighted above.
Deservingness
Drawing upon political and ethical theory, Matthew Gibney (2004: 23) asks how liberal
democratic states would respond to refugees if their actions were solely motivated by moral
considerations. On what criteria would a morally defensible admissions policy for states
rest? The premise essentially rests on whether these states are justified in restricting the
entrance of refugees in order to protect the social, political, and economic interests of their
citizens. Gibney proceeds to examine in depth the two sharply opposed responses to these
questions. One view, which he terms partialism (ibid: 81), centres on citizens who have
expectations and entitlements; a job, a certain standard of living, a culture, and certain
public goods. 'Immanuel Kant believed, partiality, the tendency to make exceptions or one's
own case, is the central human weakness from which all others flow, and that it infects
national sentiment...' (Gellnerl983, 2006: 2). Furthermore, the culture into which we are
born and live shapes our goals, our relationships, and our very sense of self (Gibney2004:
25). Partialism believes that the huge pool of refugees in the contemporary world provides
uniquely strong grounds for believing that cultural features valued by citizens would be
threatened by less restrictive entrance policies (ibid: 29).
The other view, impartialism, works with an idea of states as cosmopolitan moral agents,
and argues that the only legitimate admissions policy is one that takes into account the
interests (and rights) of refugees and citizens. It emphasises the entitlement of all
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individuals, regardless of citizenship, to have their security and welfare needs met and
protected (Gibney 2004: 23, 81). Taking into consideration these moral claims, the
overriding question remains: what exactly do the citizens of liberal democratic states such
as the UK, owe to those seeking asylum, economic migrants, and other claims to escape
from increasing global inequalities? This section examines narratives of individual asylumseekers and their advocates in order to clarify issues pertaining to 'who deserves what'
within the social milieu of Belfast's refugees and asylum-seekers. During a conversation with
Melanie, a charity worker who ran the Inclusive Neighbourhood Project, she posed the
question:
Are refugees and local people's needs being met? There is a natural envy in people when
they perceive others (deemed less deserving?) being given more, or better, housing
assistance, other benefits, or just time... In depth research on the hierarchy of benefits and
deservingness among the broader community would be beneficial and intriguing.
At the Red Cross office, the manager works on the philosophy that refugees and asylumseekers are here in Belfast whatever the reason, and many of them need help. Extraneous
factors are not his concern. Taman was one of the young men we had accompanied to the
Red Cross charity shop in Bangor (see Chapter 9, p.223). He lent me a DVD that he had
brought with him from Darfur; an item that he hoped might bolster his asylum claim. The
DVD footage depicted the challenges faced by Darfuris on their journey to, and arrival at, a
remote Chadian refugee camp which illustrated graphically how individual problems are
hard to solve in such dire circumstances (see Chapter 4, p.73-77). The political structure in
the camp dictated what assistance may be feasible. There was only a limited amount of food
available per week at these refugee camps. Similarly, there is only so much money per week
allocated in the UK for individual needs. In Chapter 5 (p.113), I noted that some refugees in
Northern Ireland had certain perceptions regarding the wealth of European countries, and
how they were disappointed by the limited funds and opportunities available to them.
However, it is worth noting that the UK is ostensibly one of the world's wealthiest countries,
and one with a long history of colonialism (but also a longstanding history of providing
sanctuary for many refugees). Ipso facto, is the UK responsible to take in larger numbers of
refugees in need of protection from persecution?
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Furthermore, Phil mentioned the impact on some Red Cross volunteers with whom he
works. He said: 'Some volunteers worry about how much they should spend on a bottle of
wine when a destitute person can barely afford decent food'. I was shown a detailed list of
names of asylum-seekers and refugees who had required Red Cross assistance throughout
the year. I recognised some of the names, which served as an important reminder of the
human story that exists 'behind' the printed word. The list gave the refugees' country of
origin, details of how they were helped, and by whom. It also stated how often they
returned for help and detailed the services provided. Services and provisions included: cash,
vouchers, hygiene packs, food parcels, clothing, fares for transport, assistance toward rent
arrears, telephone calls, as well as the renowned Red Cross international tracing service.
A question pertaining to deservingness (see Squire 2009: 9) was posed by Phil when he
said to me: 'If one person breaks down in tears and I give them money, what about the next
person who is equally needy but less obviously emotional?' If people seeking asylum cannot
support themselves NASS can provide accommodation and cash support. This used to be
70% of Income Support, but some payments are now much lower than that (see Chapter 2,
p.35). An asylum-seeker told me that he was frustrated (in fact, quite angry) about how
some other asylum-seekers, who he believes are not genuine, are allowed to stay:
They help each other and tell the 'right' story to UKBA. Their methods of who they let in are
unfair. Then they abuse the hospitality and good fortune that they have been given with
drinking and everything else. I could write a book about what goes on at some of the places
where they live.

He was evidently frustrated with the lack of progress concerning his own situation. I gave
him a lift into the city centre as he had an appointment with his solicitor, and he told more
negative stories regarding certain refugees and asylum-seekers whom we both know. I felt
the need to tell him about my discretion otherwise my reputation for confidentiality would
be compromised. I put his attitude down to sheer frustration on his behalf. I was seldom in a
position to be fully aware of the personal relationships that connect many refugees and
asylum-seekers, but I knew that many of them have shared asylum-seeker houses in the
past, and stories and reputations are always 'out there' as in any community setting.
Negotiations, claim-staking, hearsay, indeterminacy of meaning and agonistic interaction
between disparate individuals all contribute toward narratives of self and other. It is these
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minimal narratives (Josephides 2008: 151-55) which are refracted through different
illuminations and perspectives and hence contribute to ways in which members of the
'refugee community' regard each other's behaviour.
I had spoken once again to my friend Vincent, a qualified Zimbabwean army medic and
nurse, when I saw him sitting in the NICRAS reception area. He told me how he would dearly
like to re-sit the English language medical exam for foreigners, which costs £120. He said:
It makes me so angry that other nurses come with a lesser standard than my English.
Because I'm from Zimbabwe, they expect a level 7. I got a total of six-and-a-half before. I
sat all my exams in Zimbabwe in English and they were sent away to the Cambridge
University exam board. There's a need for nurses, but they don't make it easy for me57. I've
met so many people here who are allowed in, but how will they contribute to society?
Nonetheless, the whole premise upon which an asylum-seeker is granted permission to stay
is for reasons other than perceived usefulness to society. If they are not seeking sanctuary,
then they are considered economic migrants by the government. Kearney (2003: 68) states
that 'the world belongs to everyone, but within the borders of the nation-state, it belongs to
some more than others'. Furthermore, hospitality imposes obligations of reciprocity and an
acknowledgement of moral indebtedness, placing recipients at a moral disadvantage. Bad
behaviour becomes a violation of moral obligations to the host (Herzfeld 1992: 171-5). The
discourse surrounding issues of deservingness appears to extend beyond the legal remit
held by the UK authorities in their dealings with asylum cases. Within the relatively small
'refugee community' in Belfast, myriad conversations, rumours and observations lead to the
subjective opinion making of its members. However, it is worth remarking that both of the
above narratives come from individuals who have experienced a protracted and thus far
negative interaction with the asylum system as a whole. Howe (1998: 534) provides a useful
comparison when reflecting on unemployment claimants of social security benefits. He
notes that governmental resources 'must be "targeted” or "channelled" to those most in
need', and thereby highlighting why the '"undeserving" must be identified and eliminated'.

s/ Ang (2011: 29) brings attention to 'the increasing dependence of the health systems of wealthy countries, on
doctors and nurses from developing countries'. Ang states, 'There is thus an intrinsic paradox between the
emphasis on secure borders and internal unity, on the one hand, and the relentless (and necessary) flow and
mobility across borders, on the other'.
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Scarce resources can then be directed 'more efficiently and to provide a better service for
the "deserving"'.
With reference to detainees of the asylum system, Hall (2005: 241) argues that the guesthost relationship between asylum-seekers and the relevant authorities is a conditional and
hierarchical one. However, in contrast to any hierarchical relationships connected to such
bodies as the UKBA, correct and deserving behaviour as expressed by the individuals above,
acknowledges moral obligations to one another as asylum-seeking individuals who are all in
the same predicament. If power is to be effective, those subject to it must be rendered
susceptible to its effects. Analogous with Foucault's idea of disciplinary power, there exists
an inspecting gaze whereby individuals within the 'refugee community' become their own
overseers. (Lukes 2005: 91-100).
This section has outlined the connotations inherent in 'deservingness', as a word loaded
with emotional and political implications. Debates over who deserves to be accepted by the
nation-state as a refugee will continue to be a contemporary reality for the foreseeable
future. In the following two sections, I focus on language as paramount for inclusion and
participation. For individuals living in a new cultural milieu, language competence affects
general interaction with the local community in relation to feelings of belonging and
emplacement (see for example Askland 2007: 245).
Linguistic Boundaries

Tim Ingold (1996: 149) asks:
What is left of the old maxim that "to understand the culture you must first understand the
language", when verbal discourse seems to generate as much misunderstanding as
understanding, and when a large part of what goes on in everyday life appears to be
independent of, and even resistant to, linguistic articulation?

A refugee who has acquired LLR status in the UK is entitled to seek employment and to
access social security benefits. Opening a bank account is a prerequisite for any resident
wishing to apply for these essential goods (see Alizar, Chapter 5, p.109). Adeh had recently
received his refugee status, and he had asked me to accompany him to a local bank to help
him with opening a current account. After we had left the building I reflected on the
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difficulties he would have faced if he were on his own, as the subdued atmosphere can be
relatively tense and intimidating. Institutions such as banks demand precise documentation
to be produced and there is little allowance for the fact that he is obviously not a fluent
English speaker. Language thus signifies a key symbolic boundary marker which serves to
delineate the beginning and end of a community (A. P. Cohen 1985: 12, cf. Barth 1969,
Banks 1996). The local Belfast accent is often fast and hence difficult to comprehend for
outsiders. I have noticed how, on occasion, little patience or understanding is displayed by
employees from public service organisations such as banks, post offices, and in shops,
towards non-fluent English speakers.
As indicated above, a refugee with resident status is made aware of language as a marker
of difference. The individual who seeks asylum in the country is soon reminded that
boundaries are marked because communities interact in some way or other with entities
from which they are, or wish to be, distinguished. For example, I had arranged to meet
Derek at the Immigration Court in Belfast city centre (see also Chapter 2, p. 44). I sat at the
back as the only member of the public present. Two other cases were being discussed
between the judge and two solicitors before Derek was called forward with his Kikuyu
interpreter^. As Ahmed states (2003: 42), 'languages, with their inflections and rhythms, as
much as their overt signification, invariably function to remind one of home in palpable
ways'. Derek and I had wondered beforehand whether the interpreter might be a hindrance
as Derek spoke fluent English. Derek's solicitor initially mentioned to the judge that
although he spoke excellent English, his client had chosen to speak through the interpreter.
The judge said, 'you must keep to the one language, and not to be switching back and
forwards'. Derek subsequently lost his asylum appeal hearing, but whether his narrative to
the Immigration Judge was lost in translation is difficult to discern.
Rapport and Dawson (1998: 29) state that 'each individual understanding of language and
the world is different. Embodied in language are the minute particulars of individuals' lives:
the singular and specific ensembles of individuals' somatic and psychological identities'.
Embodied experience, idioms of speech, and even a way of speaking, can all impact on how

58 The Home Office remunerates the interpreters that it employs on a case by case basis. The interpreter has
no subjective input surrounding an asylum case. They are only paid to interpret the words they hear and
translate them into English. The service of interpreters employed by the UKBA and Law Courts showed the
ambiguities inherent in language.
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the listener might react. Derek told me later that he did not trust the interpreter. This lack
of trust was partly due to their very different social backgrounds in their native country, but
mostly because Derek no longer trusted anyone with links to the Home Office, no matter
how tentative. Derek's experiences in the court room emphasised language as loaded with
potential for misunderstanding (see Josephides 2008: 157-161). Despite sharing the same
language and culture, the social distance, as well as the circumstances, ensured a lack of
empathic interaction.

The week after Derek's hearing I attended a training seminar in south Belfast. There were
fifteen volunteers present, and the event was facilitated by local resident Paul, and Jeffrey,
the NICRAS chairman (an asylum-seeker from Ivory Coast) on behalf of the Inclusive
Neighbourhood Project. Jeffrey maintained that being involved in different activities
improved his English language skills which are a huge part of a successful integration.
Participants began by talking about the 'language challenge'. We were given sheets of paper
in various languages, and my small group had a sheet with Somali writing on it. The idea
behind the exercise was to demonstrate the bewilderment encountered when trying to
decipher a totally alien written language. Paul told the group:
The police have to legally supply an interpreter, but there are communication difficulties
despite the translator. The exact wording can be critical in an asylum case. Local accents,
both here and in their own countries, can cause further problems. There is the issue of
common misconceptions surrounding asylum cases promulgated by the press. If you can't
communicate, you can't integrate. There is less funding here for English language classes. In
the rest of the UK it is termed, 'essential skills' in relation to ESOL standards. But of course it

is essential, if you're not a native speaker'. NICRAS have a good service that provides regular
English language classes that are run by volunteers for free.

Jeffrey added:

On arrival at a police station the asylum-seeker has to fill out an identity form in a foreign
language (i.e. English), and then they have their finger prints taken. This is the first level of
stress on claiming sanctuary. There is a lot of pressure, and you're made to feel like a
criminal from the beginning. There is nobody to help until the solicitor arrives. There is now
a right to an interpreter, but this can be made to appear as though you're not being fully
straight and cooperative from the outset. Asylum is relatively new to Northern Ireland, and
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appears to be purposely challenging (although the same system is purportedly in place
across the UK). To translate your own name can be the start of misunderstandings and
especially in Arabic (see Craig and Fletcher 2012).

Pragmatics of Speaking English
In my experience, the vast majority of asylum-seekers and refugees in Belfast do have
access to English language classes, although these are not always accredited courses. They
often begin with the classes run by NICRAS until they can apply for a course at a local
college. The NICRAS manager receives limited funding for these language courses. Full-time
staff and volunteers also help applicants with the necessary form-filling. At NICRAS, some of
the English language classes were very lively with plenty of social interaction between the
students, which I actively encouraged. One of the lessons had focussed on leisure activities,
which elicited some personal interests. For example, a Chinese student enjoyed art, whilst
another liked to cook Chinese food. Yolanda, a young woman from Eritrea, told the class
that she used to enjoy playing volleyball. The three Somali women present all concurred on
how women in their country did not play any sport. I asked them whether they had heard
about the 10,000 metre gold medallist at the recently held European Championships in
Barcelona (2010). The winner of that event, Mo Farrah, had represented the British team,
although he was a Somali who had come to Britain as a refugee when aged nine; a perfect
example of successful integration.
At an appointed time of the day, some of the Somali women would often excuse
themselves in order to find a quiet place in the NICRAS building to say their prayers before
returning to re- join the class. I also observed, however, how the other Muslims that had
attended the classes had never done this. For example, neither the young Iranian Shia
women, who always dressed in a Western style, nor the Sudanese men, nor a husband and
wife from Iraq, had ever exhibited the need to pray at this time of the day. A combination of
integrating and maintaining a cultural identity were evidently part of the coping strategies
employed by members of NICRAS as they adapt to their new surroundings. Ultimately,
however, their attendance at a language class was one of the few opportunities during the
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week to socialise, to practice speaking some English, and to escape from an otherwise
largely unfulfilling daily routine.
Zeena is the young daughter of Helen (they were among a family of five who had fled Iran
in 2010 (see Chapter 4, p.89). She was being kept back a year at her primary school in
Belfast in order to improve her English. School is an ideal way to interact and integrate into
local society. It is also useful for parents who are obliged to come into contact with local
adults at the 'school gate', in addition to helping their child with homework. In this
environment, Zeena is faced with a new medium of communication, as well as a new
perception of self and a new awareness of her home of origin (Watson 1977: 84). In time
she will experience a decrease in the usage of her mother-tongue as she gradually increases
her command over the second language. A.P. Cohen (1985: 12) remarks that, 'the boundary
encapsulates the identity of the community and, like the identity of the individual, is called
into being by the exigencies of social interaction'. During the course of various social events
involving NICRAS, I often observed members of Belfast's small Iranian community talking
animatedly together in Farsi. Minh-ha questions whether language will ever be able to
withstand the mobility of the journey. The language has travelled with the individual person,
and hence, 'memory and language are places both of sameness and otherness, dwelling and
travel. Here, language is the site of return, the warm fabric of a memory, and the insisting
call from afar, back home' (1994: 9-10). Nonetheless, things will change with Zeena's
generation when her bilingualism leads to a hybrid identity (see for example Hoffman 1989).
I noticed how the two young Iranian sisters who had recently arrived together from
Tehran struggled to concentrate on the English language lessons that I was providing at
NICRAS. I asked if they ever received correspondence from home. The older sister, Elli
(twenty three years old at the time), explained how she had once asked someone at the
International Hostel (where she had initially stayed as an asylum-seeker), where she might
find any letters addressed to her. Following the lesson, I was surprised and curious when
she had asked me what the word 'ladder' meant. It transpired that she had heard the
colloquially accented word for 'letter'. These kinds of amusing occurrences served in
creating rapport, not only between the two of us, but included whoever may have been
listening to our dialogic exchange. Boundary expressing symbols are malleable in this way,
and can be made to 'fit' the circumstances of the individual. As A. P. Cohen (1985: 18)
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states, 'they (symbols) can thus provide media through which individuals can experience
and express their attachment to a society without compromising their individuality'. Elli
stated that, 'I only get letter from the Home Office, not private from home or family or
friend at the moment'.
Analysing language has illustrated some of the ways in which linguistic boundaries can be
negotiated and traversed in response to enforced adaptation in a new and unfamiliar social
environment. I give further examples below in order to emphasise that language is a source
of change, on ever shifting ground. For a refugee, or asylum-seeker, home can no longer be
taken for granted. 'Yet, language (to which I would add identity) can only live on and renew
itself by hybridising shamelessly and changing its own rules as it migrates in time and space'
(Minh-ha 1994: 14). I went to visit Eddie (Sudan) in his new home near the city centre. He
was watching a film on his TV; this was at 1 o'clock in the afternoon, with English sub-titles.
He told me that he always used the sub-title application on his remote control as that was a
most useful aid in learning English. He said: 'I don't like to listen to the Arabic speaking
channels as Ally and Saffah (his 'sister') do in their house'. On the one occasion I was in their
house, the TV was indeed tuned to the Arabic speaking Al Arabiya channel. On a separate
occasion, and during an English language class at NICRAS, I commented to an Eritrean
refugee that his English was much improved. He responded: 'I listen to the BBC on my radio,
and read some newspapers. The spelling I find very difficult'. He asked me whether it would
be possible to acquire an English-Tigrina (the language of Eritrea) dictionary, but I told him
that they are hard to come by in Belfast, and cost around £30 on the internet.
Morris told me that he speaks very good English due to a charity- funded Christian school
in his home city of Al Fasher in North Darfur. Eaman, from Omdurman near Khartoum,
reiterated this to me one morning in the NICRAS office: 'We get our official education in
Arabic, but go after school hours to Christian 'school' which is all in English'. Moali, who also
comes from Fasher, told me at the NICRAS English class, 'I read, write and speak Arabic too
well. I know everything about Arabic'. He was quite obviously referring to the political
hegemony of Arabic linguistic and cultural domination which is the root cause of the conflict
throughout the Darfur region. According to Morris, a friend of his from the same region of
North Darfur speaks very little English, and therefore Morris believes he has less chance of
finding a job. Morris said:
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He spends too much time watching Sudanese-Arabic DVD's. I leave when a group start
talking in Arabic together. I want to improve my English. Some of them have been here for
years, but they don't speak much English. I am starting at an English language course soon at
college, from 2-5 p.m., and so can look for work in the mornings. 'They ask you at
Jobseeker's: 'what have you been doing to look for work'? But my friend, he can't
understand the meaning of what they ask.
Furnham and Bochner (1986: 32) inquire why some individuals react to multicultural
influences by becoming marginal while others become mediating persons. With
consideration to individual refugees such as Morris's friend, perhaps the answer lies with
these words written by another migrant in exile (Hoffman 1998: 195):
While my companions are trying to achieve some interesting metamorphosis, I try to hold on
to some ordinary points of reference. I'm having enough trouble maintaining myself as it is.
Perhaps because I've been bombarded with so much change...Tm fearful of trickling beyond
my boundaries, fearful of metamorphosing into false selves. What counts for me is not how
much I can get out of myself but how much I can truly take in.
The global dominance of the English language has its roots in the national history of the
UK. Moreover, it is a tale of power dynamics between states, and between people. But, as
Jackson (2005: 85) states, 'we do not simply internalise a language; we learn how to use it
intentionally, to create a world that is within our grasp and answers our demand for
meaning'. This section has shown the importance of speaking the language of the host
community if a successful outcome of belonging is to be achieved. It is possible to exist in
the vacuum of a diasporic identity without recourse to the dominant language, but will a
sense of home always be absent?

'Us' and 'Them'
The discovery of others is the discovery of a relationship, not a barrier.
Claude Levi-Strauss.
The patterns and consequences of the globalisation of migration are constantly changing,
but never before has international migration seemed so pertinent to national security and
so connected to conflict and disorder on a global scale (Castles and Miller 2009: 189,191).
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Mouffe (1994: 111) states that, 'only by resisting the ever present temptation to construct
identity in terms of exclusion, and recognising that identities comprise a multiplicity of
elements can we stop the potential for violence that exists in every construction of an “us”
and "them”'. The implementation of intolerance and hostility toward the perceived Other
feeds into such dichotomous concepts of 'us' and 'them'. As a refugee in Northern Ireland,
Morris is learning about the ways local society operates at a number of levels. He has been
in Belfast since February, 2010, and in that short time he has experienced a lot about life in
the city. He has made friendships within the 'Sudanese community', as well as among other
refugees in Belfast. Following his experiences with the Prince's Trust project (Chapter 5,
p.120), he made new friends who come from the host population. This section focuses on
the negative experiences that have formed a part of asylum-seeker and refugee's on-going
relationships within local society. For example, these experiences of racism were expressed
to me by Morris and his friend Asam:
Morris: 'After 10 p.m., very bad. So many drunk people who always say something. Where
are you from? Why don't you go back there?' Better to say you are from London or France
and get some respect'.
Asam: 'I say I'm a student, and then I don't have to explain everything'.
Morris: 'My friend in Manchester says it's no problem there'.
It could be said (Eriksen 1993: 5-6) that ethnicity is generally more concerned with the
identification of 'us', while racism is more oriented to the categorisation of 'them'. I was
informed about a particularly disturbing incident involving my friend Morris. He had a gun
pointed at his head late one evening as he was returning home through the city centre. The
NICRAS youth worker, told me how he had helped Morris during the subsequent police
interview. An Arabic speaking policeman said to them that this was an isolated and very rare
occurrence. Furthermore he told them that: 'Some of these people (the perpetrators) have
never been out of Belfast. You would be better off in England, as over here they don't
understand. It's a new thing'. Morris told me that he often encountered racist comments,
and sometimes local youths purposely bump into him and his friends when they walk on the
streets. Comments such as: 'This is our country, go back to England, or wherever'. 'Our
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country' is an emotive and indeed debatable point in a place such as Northern Ireland, and
further emphasises the national rights of people, and not the universality of humankind.
I explained to them that in many ways the attitudes of many citizens in Northern Ireland
echo those of 1950s England, an era before large scale post-colonial immigration (Chapter 6,
p.142). Morris could guarantee that a walk from SHAC, (the place where he was living)
across the city centre would result in insults being hurled, and all the more so as the evening
wore on. A well-established refugee, who came to Belfast from East Africa around ten years
ago, told me that she heard racist comments directed at her on more than one occasion as
she went about her daily business on the streets of the city. From a local perspective,
nostalgia for states of homogeneity and unity which never existed in the first place
(particularly in a Northern Ireland context), represents a past which is irretrievable in an era
of globalisation, and its contingent human migration patterns.
The question of how to reduce asylum applications continues to be a hot political issue. It
was Jeffrey who once said to me: 'If they really don't want us here then why don't they just
stop signing up to the Refugee Convention (1951) and they won't have this problem'. 'In this
respect, it is noticeable that national press coverage around asylum issues has bolstered the
"us” and "them" divide, with the "otherness" of asylum-seekers reproduced through
discourses that identify them as a burden and as potentially disruptive' (O'Neill 2010: 123125). Asylum-seekers have become the scapegoats in this debate. However, highly
restrictive entrance policies have led to an increase in demand for smugglers and traffickers,
as well as encouraging people fleeing oppression to seek increasingly desperate measures to
escape their countries of origin. Deterrence policies to control asylum have led to
increasingly illiberal measures such as the use of detention, voucher systems, and
involuntary dispersal of asylum-seekers across the UK. The UK does respect international
law regarding the plight of refugees once they have succeeded in overcoming the many
obstacles to gaining entry. What seems lacking, according to Gibney (2004: 130), 'is a
dedication to the principle of asylum that is founded on an ethical commitment to
alleviating the plight of refugees rather than simply a legal obligation to the minimal
requirements of inherited international agreements'. The many subjective asylum-seeker
narratives from Northern Ireland throughout this thesis tend to give credence to his
assessment.
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Over the last thirty years, asylum has become one of the central issues in the politics of
liberal democratic states. Applications in Britain averaged 5,000 per year in the 1980's,
44,800 in 1991, 27,932 in 1996, and levels of 70-90,000 around 2004. In spite of world
numbers increasing, applications for asylum in the UK, excluding dependants, were 27%
lower in 2010 (17,790) compared with 2009 (24,485). It is not easy to have an asylum claim
accepted in the UK. Only 17% of initial decisions in 2010 were to grant asylum with an
additional 8% granted Humanitarian Protection or Discretionary Leave, and refusals totalled
75%. Only 27% of appeals were allowed and 67% dismissed, the remainder having been
withdrawn (Gibney 2005: 107-8, 125-128, see Chapter 2, p.34).
Donskis (2013: 19) notes that, 'we tend to replace an eye-to-eye and face-to-face
existential situation with an all-embracing classification system which consumes human lives
and personalities as empirical data and evidence or statistics'. Furthermore, it is thoughtprovoking to note that recent international figures for refugees throughout the world
indicate how other countries, especially those in or near conflict zones, host much larger
numbers of refugees. In 2009 the five top refugee-hosting countries were Pakistan, Iran,
Syria, Germany and Jordan. Pakistan hosted the largest number, just under 1.8 million. The
UK ranked 18th in terms of applications per head of population, 4.1 per 1,000 inhabitants,
and accepts 3% of the world total (Europe take in about 15%) (McNulty 2011: 24-25, see
Appendix 5). Donskis (2013: 10) does not doubt for a moment that people are nothing but
statistical units. He states that, 'statistics are more important than human life. A country's
size and its economic and political power are much more important than the value of one of
its inhabitants'. Despite the fact that there are only around 200-300 asylum applications per
annum in Northern Ireland, I believe that their situation mirrors the experiences and
challenges faced by the majority of asylum-seekers throughout the UK.
The statistics given above all contain a human story at some level. They also beg the
question as to who is regarded as a foreigner. Sarup states (1994: 99), 'it is the one who
does not belong to the group, who is not "one of them", the Other'. Furthermore, he states
(ibid), 'with the establishment of nation-states, the foreigner is the one who does not
belong to the state in which we are, the one who does not have the same nationality'.
During a long conversation with Derek I explained the popular view of many in the UK who
have been swayed by articles on asylum and immigration issues in national newspapers
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where 'most could be described as "vitriolic”, sensationalist and alarmist, spreading fear
and generating hysterical and bigoted views among readers' (O'Neill 2010: 8). In this way,
asylum-seekers are portrayed as potentially bogus and a burden until proven otherwise.
Derek replied:
Why don't they ask different questions like; what have you come here for, or, what is it you
are looking for? I know that it is their own country, but if some people had less money from
the government, they would get up at 6 a.m. to do the work instead of people who come
from outside UK. Many asylum-seekers I speak to, I don't understand their attitude. They
want for everything, and expect it to be handed to them. They don't realise that local people
also need help. They can't see things from a local's point of view. Some of these people are
not well educated, they speak little English. They will have trouble settling here, but having
other people come here to work is a good thing as it brings other countries up to the same
level. No life here the way things are now. I want to work and maybe make a life for myself.
I'm just fed up with the whole thing in Kenya, and now here. I have some better days, and
some depression days. Some days I would rather risk being back in Kenya making a life than
what I have now.
The asylum-seeker is looking for a new country in which to live, but the government
ultimately decides who will be granted entrance on to its territory through a series of
codified laws and practices. Political pressure from sections of the media influences the
outcome of asylum applications. It could be said that citizens of the host country feel
entitled to certain public goods through political institutions run by their fellow nationals,
but this claim ultimately relies on the legitimacy of privileging the claims of citizens over
those of strangers (Gibney 2004: 57-58, see above, p.187). Most people are wary of
strangers. Tabloid newspapers have always sought to whip that wariness into fear, and
governments in turn have always used that fear to win votes. Kristeva (1991, quoted in
Sarup 1994: 99) reminds us how the spreading of the French revolution's ideas over the
continent of Europe triggered the demand for the national rights of peoples, and not the
universality of humankind. Hence, in the present day, it would appear that only those
people recognised as citizens of a sovereign state are entitled to have more rights than
certain others. International law and human rights go some way in bridging the gap. Asylumseekers are representative of people without a homeland; they are foreigners who are no
longer citizens of a nation state. O'Neill (2010: 17), states that the 'construction of the
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asylum-seeker as the "deviant other", and who seeks entry as "dangerous outsiders'" is
well documented. Derek continued:

I was walking along Donegall Pass, a man was in a doorway smoking a pipe, and the woman
said to me, 'where have all you black people come from? Why do you all come here?' I
replied: 'I did not know we were all so bad.' Other people often ask me, 'where do you come
from?' I usually just say, 'lama student from Kenya.

I explained to Derek that they most probably ask out of natural curiosity, and that
Northern Ireland is very different to England regarding visible signs of immigration and
ethnic difference. I told him that there were practically no Africans in Belfast until the last
few years, and how the suddenness of this migration makes some people insecure, and
others to wonder why they chose to come to Northern Ireland (Harrison 2002: 145-163,
Marfleet 2006: 263-290, discuss issues of the asylum- racism nexus). The following words of
Sarup (1994: 101) could equally apply to asylum-seekers when he states how 'the stranger is
neither friend nor enemy; we do not know, and have no way of knowing which is the case.
Strangers are, in principle, undecidables. They are unclassifiable'. However, the asylumseeker is classified by a specific social category. For Sarup (ibid):
A stranger is someone who refuses to remain confined to the "far away" land or go away
from our own. He or she is physically close while remaining culturally remote. Strangers
often seem to be suspended in the empty space between a tradition which they have
already left and the mode of life which stubbornly denies them the right of entry. The
stranger blurs a boundary line. The stranger is an anomaly, standing between the inside and
the outside, order and chaos, friend and enemy.
I give narrative examples below that serve to reinforce these ideas. One of the methods
employed by the Inclusive Neighbourhood Project (Chapter 6, p.141) was through the
medium of theatre. From what I observed on two occasions, this involved four actors who
convey verbatim experiences of hosts and asylum-seekers sharing the living space of a
community undergoing rapidly changing demographics. This a powerful tool in conveying
some of the emotional realities that people experience. The narratives below represent the
words of asylum-seekers:
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I'm not a newspaper article, I'm a real person. Look out your window. You don't know
anyone. They're scared to ask questions for fear of offending us. Just stay inside like a
criminal. Eating and sleeping, eating and sleeping, and living off £5 a day. If I could work, I
could save them money. I don't get the logic. It's like the system is built up to make you go
crazy.
It's relaxing speaking your own language. We're not talking about you, or laughing at you.
Children are always an icebreaker in communication. For single men it can be harder. No
money for a coffee in a cafe let alone a pub. This is social isolation. Each person has a
different reason for being here. We tell the UKBA the same story four times and end up lying
to some members of the public who ask: 'What do you do all day?' Without warning we may
disappear. We pack a bag and always eat well before the weekly signing on at a police
station.

These words, spoken by a refugee who lives in Belfast, elucidate the need for asylumseeker and refugees' stories to be told to a wider audience. Sheldrake (2001: 19) believes
that 'narrative is a critical key to our identity, for we all need a story to live by in order to
make sense of the otherwise unrelated events of life and to find a sense of dignity'. The
narrative of a story tells the listener who belongs in a certain place, and who would like to
belong. Furthermore, narrative speaks of who has lived in a particular place in the past, and
it elucidates who lives here in the present in an on-going and constantly changing story.
Rorty (1993: 133) poses the questions; 'Why should I be moral?' Why should I care about a
stranger, a person who is no kin to me, and a person whose habits I find disgusting?'
Advocacy for refugees and asylum-seekers in Belfast espouses the universality of respect,
integrity and well-being which usurps any Western derived discourse pertaining to human
rights. As Josephides states (2003: 237), 'people everywhere at some point feel pity for the
pain of others, even when compassion is against their own interests'. The next section turns
specifically to the relationships and dynamics of power that impact on the lives of individual
refugees and asylum-seekers in the social milieu of Belfast.

Interaction with the Authorities
This section will flesh out some ideas that fall under the broader rubric of power as it
pertains to subjective experiences that have affected, and continues to influence the lives of
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refugees and asylum-seekers (see Squire 2009: 6). It will also reflect on some of the ways in
which the authorities, who also represent Northern Ireland as a place of sanctuary, impact
on the lives of refugees and asylum-seekers. I had arranged to meet Derek near his
accommodation in the city centre in order to discuss his pending appeal hearing at the
Immigration Court. We walked around to where my car was parked in order to get some
fresh air and stretch our legs. During our conversation, Derek said: 'I have not told my story
properly to the Home Office, or my solicitor, because I do not trust the Home Office.
Kenyans have been killed in England. There were big politicians involved in my story'. I told
him, 'you have to trust people here. You must tell the judge the whole story'. It had begun
to rain and we went to sit in my car. He believed the injustice lay in the lack of interest in his
reasons for coming to Northern Ireland (see p.201 above). Again, he mentioned his visit to a
nurse contracted by NASS to assist with any medical examinations and requirements of
individuals seeking asylum:
The Bryson nurse arranged for my doctor's appointment where I had a lot of blood taken.
This was around the time of my first full interview and it was a general health screening
thing. They told me that TB was very common in Kenya.
A member of the staff at Bryson had agreed to meet with me in order to discuss Bryson's
role in the asylum process. He explained the actuality of the mechanics that asylum-seekers
go through once they walk into their office in south Belfast in order to register an asylum
application. I sensed more of a tension with the staff at Bryson in comparison to NICRAS. I
assume this has to do with the fact that they are connected to the UKBA/Home Office and
are thus somewhat reticent in discussing all aspects of its NASS policy with an academic
researcher. Contained within a hierarchical order of power, it is the Home Office, UKBA, and
NASS, as enacted by Bryson House, which in the course of establishing a body of knowledge,
are further enabled to scrutinise the individuals under their authoritative care. The
interview, taking fingerprints, being allowed to shower and offered a change of clothes are
precursors to a medical examination. Foucault remarks (1977: 184-5) how the examination
lies at 'the heart of the procedures of discipline, it manifests the subjection of those who are
perceived as objects and the objectification of those who are subjected'. The individual who
seeks asylum enters the country as a stranger under suspicion (see previous section, and
Chapter 2). The person under scrutiny needs to be thoroughly documented and entered
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onto various computerised data sites. As Feldman states (1991: 8), 'the body becomes a
spatial unit of power, and the distribution of these units in space constructs sites of
domination'. Although it could be argued (see Kaneff 2013) that due to modern
technological advances all citizens of the UK are monitored to some extent, those
individuals categorised as non-residents tend to be more vigorously identified.
Derek told me how bored he was most of the time, and how he keeps a low profile. On
one occasion he was at a local garage shop late in the evening when the police asked him if
he felt safe enough to walk home alone. We discussed and compared the decency of the
regular police in Northern Ireland and Kenya. He told me that it was the plain clothes branch
of the government who were to be feared and distrusted in Kenya. Our dialogic exchange
reminded me of what Elli had once said to me: 'Police here very kind. Treat us very well. Not
like in Iran'. I noted at the time how this was another instance of pleasant surprise shown by
newly arrived asylum-seekers of the honesty and respect shown to them by the local police
force in Belfast (PSNI).
The activity of UKBA officials at Drumkeen House (see Chapter 1, p.l, n.2) brings
individual asylum-seekers directly into contact with the vicissitudes of power. For example,
Greg had arrived half an hour early to fulfil his regular reporting obligation because he
wanted to visit a doctor's open surgery later that morning. He was told to wait outside
despite the bitter cold. The asylum-seeker is not a citizen of the UK, and many feel that they
are treated as though they hardly exist, stranded in an anomalous world 'betwixt and
between nation-states' (Watson 1977). Greg said: 'I know this is their country and it is their
decision who lives here, and who does not. They have all the power'. Agier (2008: 28)
describes how each displaced person, each refugee, carries within them the experience of
being undesirable and placeless. The UK authorities are carrying out their remit as ordained
in the Asylum Act encoded in law since the Immigration Act 1971j9. Nonetheless, the
majority of asylum-seekers have to survive in a situation of waiting, where their
'displacement represents a brutal entry into a state of liminal floating, without their
59 Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2003, followed by the Asylum and Immigration (Treatment of
Claimants, etc.) 2004, was the fifth asylum legislation in ten years promising to reform the UK asylum system,
and it provides a compelling example of non-citizens being treated as having fewer rights than citizens
(Ghanea 2007:125,130). The Immigration, Asylum and Nationality Bill (2005) attracted adverse commentary
by the Refugee Council, and the Borders, Citizen and Immigration Act 2009 is yet another more recent piece of
government legislation.
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knowing whether this will turn out to be temporary or lasting' (ibid: 30). One of the
directives on a UKBA sanctioned letter given to all newly arrived asylum-seekers states: 'You
have not been given permission entry into the UK...' In other words, they are here
physically, but only on a precarious and possibly temporary basis.
One morning I had arranged to meet Vincent (see p.190 above) outside NICRAS in order
to give him a lift to Drumkeen House for his regular reporting event (he was due to sign at
9.10, and we arrived at 9.50). I waited outside for him for about twenty minutes and I
noticed on that particular morning how busy the UKBA facility was with people signing.
Vincent emerged from the pathway, and the first thing he said was:
They took my fingers again (meaning fingerprints). They are worse than the army. They
asked me, 'do you want to go back to Zimbabwe'? 'No', I told them. 'I told you before, that's
why I came here'. They say to me: 'Why are you late? If you continue to be late, we will put
you back onto weekly signing'. I said: 'If it was not for my friend giving me a lift here, I would
be here at 12 o'clock.

Vincent lives some distance from Drumkeen and has health problems (Chapter 7, p.176).
Despite his predicament he always displays a good sense of humour when in my company.
He said to me: 'They treat you like a kid. I think they enjoy their work'. In order to gain
successful control over an individual, securing compliance through the threat of sanctions
can only be achieved if the individual recognises that the command has been arrived at
through a legitimate and reasonable procedure. Furthermore, power is never the property
of an individual; it belongs to a group and relies on the people's support that lends power to
the institutions of a country (Lukes 2005: 21, 31). Negative media (a powerful group in their
own right, see previous section) reports give substance to these power constellations and
have helped to legitimise UKBA asylum procedures. Contemporary asylum policies have
forced people fleeing persecution to gain admittance through the same channels used by
people smugglers. Ultimately, it is the UKBA who are charged with securing the nation's
borders from illegal incomers, to maintain the security of the nation, and to police its
boundary maintenance (see Gibney 2005: 107-131).
Foucault (1977: 194) contends that 'we must cease once and for all to describe the
effects of power in negative terms... In fact, power produces; it produces reality; it produces
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domains of objects and rituals of truth'. One morning, as I was waiting outside of Drumkeen
House, I came across a young asylum-seeker from Kuwait who I had met on a number of
occasions during fieldwork. He told me: 'You go in there and there's a fifty-fifty chance of
being detained (in reality, unlikely odds60). Best to show them respect, and let them know if
you are sick and cannot report'. Another asylum-seeker, who was familiar to me, arrived
soon afterwards and she told me that she only has to sign once a month from now on. We
agreed that this was some good news for her at long last. It would appear that reporting
monthly is a sign of trust by the UKBA, and an indication that a particular asylum-seeker is
less likely to abscond (or has displayed the requisite amount of respect and behaved in
accordance with their legal obligations (see Hall 2005: 235-240). It is subsequently less of a
bind for asylum-seekers, and of course a much cheaper option if they have to use what little
money they have on bus fares.
A Somali woman who often came to the English class, and who volunteered as a cleaner
at NICRAS, informed me that she would miss the next lesson as she had to be present at her
asylum-seeker house as the monthly inspection was taking place. She told me: 'We are not
allowed TV's in our rooms, only in the common room. No overnight visitors, and maybe
check your room anytime, day or night'. The following day I had the opportunity to ask the
NICRAS manager about this. In fact, the NIHE check to see if the house is in good repair, to
ensure that the correct person is living there, and to oversee that nothing irregular is taking
place. Essentially, the housing authorities are exercising their power and legal remit by
ensuring the property is being correctly utilised. Agier (2008: 69) points out that refugees
living in camps 'have no actual citizenship (neither that of the country they left, nor that of
the country receiving them), and the only “right" they have is that granted by those
individuals who have power over their lives. Those who are permitted to leave the camps do
so by special and temporary permission, or else clandestinely'. Similarly, asylum-seekers in
Northern Ireland are only permitted to visit someone in Great Britain by informing Bryson,
and are allowed to be away from their Belfast accommodation only for a limited period of
time. On the single sheet of headed notepaper handed to each asylum-seeker by the UKBA,

60 Very occasionally, an asylum-seeker was detained and sent to Dungavel holding centre in Scotland. In the
summer of 2011, a brand new short term immigration holding facility opened behind Larne police station in
Co. Antrim. Asylum-seekers can be held for a maximum of seven days before further action is taken, but in my
experience the centre is seldom required for that reason.
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it reminds them that it is a criminal offence not to abide by their obligations. The UKBA was
formed in 2008, but was discontinued following a review by the Home Secretary in March
2013.
Conclusion

In this chapter, I showed some of the ways in which a variety of individuals who work for
NGOs in Belfast support and display hospitality to refugees and asylum-seekers. These
organisations provide a service to a disparate group of people, many of whom arrived in
Northern Ireland with very few material possessions, financial assets, or local contacts. On
one occasion, I heard the NICRAS manager, say, 'what would all these people do without
NICRAS support?' Paraphrasing Harvey (2007: 207-8), human migration is complex and legal
categories which sui generis have an ethical significance should provoke further discussion
about the role of human rights standards in the context of forced migration. However, the
social interaction that occurs within the interstices of such assistance and support is not
exclusively positive. The chapter queried what it means to deserve from a number of
differing perspectives. Gibney (2004) expounded on the humanitarian and moral actions of
the UK's refugee admissions policies. Whether the host population of Belfast owe anything
to those who seek sanctuary among them or not, the social interaction between some
members within what can be loosely termed the refugee community illustrated what
transpires within its own boundaries. Utterances of animosity were expressed to me in
relation to who deserves to become a refugee. How soon an asylum-seeker receives
'papers' and the manner in which they were acquired is noted and discussed among their
peer group.
The chapter noted that two asylum-seekers confided in me about those others whom
they regarded as less deserving of the UK's admissions policies. 'What use are they to
society?' This was a question I heard on occasion by asylum-seekers which was directed at
their peers, but also at other migrants who are allowed to work in the country. These
accusations were uttered by frustrated individuals who are in the process of trying to
convince the authorities of the veracity of their own asylum claims. If a well-qualified and
fluent English speaker is denied entrance to the country, then how are the unqualified nonEnglish speakers granted refugee status? The answer, according to the Refugee Convention
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(1951), lies in the level of persecution suffered by the asylum applicant. It falls to other
categories of immigration which are concerned with questions pertaining to levels of
usefulness to the host society.
On the streets of Belfast, colloquialisms, idioms of speech, accent, and the speed and
nuance of the speech act, were shown to be factors which contribute to effective
communication and understanding. Language is self-evidently a prime consideration for any
migrant who wishes to communicate effectively in a new social milieu. Opening a bank
account or dealing with public servants are examples in which knowledge of the host
language can help in smoothing the path to integration and belonging. Filling out forms,
telephone conversations with various employees who represent public services, and
interacting with the authorities are challenging situations for refugees and asylum-seekers,
but more so if competency in the English language is lacking. Language proficiency is not the
sole means of communication as Bloch (2003: 101) illustrates: 'Only people have agency and
they use whatever tools are available to them to achieve their ends'. Their vulnerability and
trust in others can be compromised in these situations. However, this was shown to be the
case between two people from the same ethnic group, except the hierarchical nature of
class proved to be more significant than a common language. The narratives expressed by
Derek and Morris emphasised the negative aspects of the host community in reaction to
visible ethnic difference in their midst. Terms such as: the stranger, the Other, the outsider,
the foreigner, serve to concretise a community and the nation-state as fixed entities.
Attitudes of the nation's citizens are indicative of how they view the arrival of the stranger
in the form of the individual who is not one of them. Northern Ireland is a geographical and
political region with very limited experience of immigration from outside Europe's borders.
Subjective narratives spoke of racist encounters in a society which is in the process of
adjusting to changing demographics. Press coverage of the asylum issue forms part of a
nexus with the potentiality of xenophobic public opinion, where asylum-seekers, despite
their relatively small numbers, have in many ways become scapegoats; the designated
Other in society.
I examined whether certain individuals felt in some ways empowered despite their
straitened circumstances. Lukes (2005: 86) states that 'the power of the powerful is to be
viewed as ranging across issues and contexts, as extending to some unintended
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consequences and as capable of being effective even without active intervention'. The
interaction between refugees and asylum-seekers was shown to produce a measure of
behaviour and surveillance that is self-controlling, and exhibited notions of community
boundary maintenance. On a more overt level, the decisions taken by those with the power
to oversee asylum policy have major consequences over the lives of specific individuals who
seek sanctuary within their nation's borders. In the next chapter, I will examine in more
detail some of the ways in which asylum-seekers are forced to exist on the outer margins of
society, from where any of sense of belonging has become a fragile notion.
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DESTITUTION and NON-BELONGING?

Introduction
In the previous chapters, I showed how some individuals who are now considered bona fide
refugees by the UK authorities, have achieved the crucial step of being allowed to plan for
the future. Moreover, they now possess an Identity Card on which states: 'Permission to
Work'. Legal recognition as UK residents brings the concurrent benefits and privileges
available to all UK citizens, including access to all social security entitlements, freedom of
movement within the UK and abroad, along with improved further education opportunities.
Furthermore, from an important psychological perspective, the individual who sought
asylum has affectively had his or her story of fear of persecution, if returned to their country
of origin, believed and ratified by the Home Office. In contrast, this chapter sheds light on
the practical and emotional challenges which arise when an unsuccessful applicant receives
a Reason for Refusal Letter. At this stage of the asylum process, the majority of applicants
apply for an appeal hearing, but if they are unsuccessful again, they are officially termed:
'Failed asylum-seeker'61 by the authorities.
One female asylum-seeker came to Northern Ireland from Kinshasa, the capital city of the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). The chapter starts with the sort of personal
circumstances which aptly illustrate the complexities of many asylum claims. In lieu of the
hoped for/expected sympathetic reception of this Congolese woman's story, a sustained
period of hardship and uncertainty became the reality. This young woman's experiences in
Belfast were dictated by her lack of official refugee status by the UK authorities.
Nonetheless, she embodied the indomitable character of many refugees and asylumseekers in times of adversity, as she always appeared in public as positive, cheerful, and
keen to volunteer with NICRAS and other local community initiatives.

61 'Failed asylum-seeker' is the more common term in popular usage. I have avoided this rubric where possible
throughout the thesis due to its pejorative connotation.
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The chapter then shows some of the reasons why asylum-seekers who have been
marginalised to the fringes of mainstream society, feel isolated and rejected. For some, this
transitional phase never comes to a close; for people in this situation, incorporation into the
country remains chimerical, barred as they are from becoming settlers, or to feel part of the
new society. They remain 'liminals' (De Genova 2002: 435), outsiders during their stay in
Northern Ireland. For these individuals, the legal process ensures there is too much time to
dwell on the reasons for their failed asylum claims. Memories of events which caused their
flight into exile intrude on the present as they seek ways to improve their current
predicaments. In the next section, survival strategies come to the fore when the 'failed
asylum-seeker' no longer has recourse to government funds or accommodation. They lose
their NASS support when their appeal fails, and those who have not agreed to leave receive
no payments and live in fear of removal (McNulty 2011: 78). In this instance, how do
concepts of belonging and home inform the perspective of individuals who face destitution
and homelessness, or a period of time living in emergency accommodation? Asylum-seekers
who exist in this anomalous state have minimal personal possessions as they may have to
move at a moment's notice.
The Struggle to Avoid Destitution
Milli had decided to leave her home in Kinshasa, the capital city of DRC. She feared for her
life following a series of incidents connected with her involvement with an organisation that
opposed the government's policies. She has since had an initial asylum claim refused and
was also refused at the appeal stage. In his decision, the Immigration Judge had quoted
several parts of Section 8 of the Asylum Immigration (Treatment of Claimants) Act regarding
findings of adverse credibility. For Milli, the emotional impact of this decision has been
manifold. Since she arrived in Belfast her NASS support eventually ceased and her
application for Section 4 support was subsequently refused. She was able to stay in a room
in a hostel that was initially paid for by the Red Cross, and then by a friend. She received a
£20 voucher each week from St. Vincent de Paul. An excerpt from her CSO

stated:

I was handed a copy of a Case Summary Outline (CSO) by the NICRAS manager. Milli had given permission
for this document to be circulated among individuals or organisations that may be able to help her. The
intention was that perhaps I could source an area expert within academia in order to assist with her asylum
case. However, this avenue proved to be fruitless. Her solicitor had applied for legal aid to pay for an expert
report but this was refused on the grounds of cost. An expert report (relating to specific situations in the
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I will have to leave the hostel soon but may be able to stay in a room above a cafe which is
run by a local church. It is hell living without support. I feel completely lost and my head is a
mess. I feel no-one is listening to me, or my difficulties would be solved. My difficulties in
DRC resulted in my feeling very anxious and stressed. I have flashbacks about what
happened in DRC and especially about when the security tried to kidnap me. The way I am
living now is making these problems worst. I feel as though I have lost my strength and I
always feel weak.
Milli also stated that that she had not been in touch with her family since she left for two
reasons. First, because she was worried that this may endanger their lives, and second, she
fears something may have happened to them. In fact, in October 2011, she lost a brother in
the pre-election violence which once again had gripped parts of her country. The Congolese
community in Northern Ireland is very small, but Milli was an active member who helped to
organise seminars and social gatherings in order to disseminate and discuss the situation in
her country to a wider audience. Nonetheless, for any refugee or asylum-seeker in Belfast
who come from countries that are sparsely represented (such as DRC) there are few
opportunities to reminisce and to reflect on their contemporary situation. Social isolation
may increase due to a paucity of fellow compatriots with whom they can share mutual
understanding.
Milli had been rendered destitute and effectively stateless, as she has no intention of
returning to a very uncertain fate in her country of origin. Jackson (2005: 181-2) notes that,
'the existential imperative need of every human being (is) to be recognised as a person in
his or her own right, and not to be reduced to an object of other people's wills'.
Furthermore, he believes 'there is a stubborn human refusal to take life lying down and to
resist subjugation, a struggle against being a plaything of fate driven by circumstances that
one can neither comprehend nor control'. Milli is striving to make sense out of the
circumstances of her life. Her life story since her troubles in DRC began, and as narrativised
in the CSO document, is a reflection of the uniqueness of her situation as an asylum-seeker
in Belfast. Unique in the sense that the story is subjectively owned, and yet it serves a
pragmatic purpose of describing what happens to many other individuals that I have met
who have endured a similar fate due to the vicissitudes of their asylum determination. The
appellant’s country of origin) can be used as evidence in an Appeal Court hearing with the intention of
bolstering an asylum claim (see Good 2009: 46).
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importance of narrating her side of what happened in DRC, and what has befallen her since
her arrival in Northern Ireland, can be experienced as a powerful and expressive act.
Individuals such as Milli are not to blame for their straitened circumstances, where an
improved form of safety net would protect them from unnecessary hardship. Mimi was
finally granted refugee status in 2012. When I met up with her at NICRAS, she was visibly
relieved and her demeanour embodied a new set of possibilities because she had effectively
been granted permission to begin to re-build her life.

On the Margins
Stress and uncertainty are not unusual emotions for those who seek asylum in Northern
Ireland after a longstanding claim has been refused. I had arranged to meet up with Asif,
who was living in the SHAG Housing Association building in the city centre, in order to
accompany him to his regular Monday morning reporting event with the UKBA, at
Drumkeen House in south Belfast. His friend Hammy, a fellow Somali (see also Chapter 5,
p.117) was also present. He told me:
Today, I go to Home Office (most asylum-seekers and refugees refer to all UKBA contact as
Home Office) to sign for last time. I have my refugee status now, but I feel bad for my friend
and others who still waiting, waiting.
I said: 'Congratulations, and welcome to Belfast'.
'I love this place', he replied.
His evident relief was in sharp contrast to his friends' on-going frustration. The three of us
walked across the city centre to the bus stop. I sat next to Asif on the back seat of the bus,
and this gave me the opportunity to ask him some questions about his life as a refused
asylum claimant. This is part of what he told me:

I have no work. I'm not allowed to do anything. My job is signing on Monday morning. I'm
young. I want to do something. I live like an animal; eating, drinking, sleeping. I feel helpless
and in between two worlds. Sometimes I drink alcohol, but I'm not alcoholic or nothing.
Drinking helps me. It stops me thinking so much about my mum and sister. I do interpreter
service sometimes at Bryson, or wherever, if I can help. I do it for free as I'm not allowed
payment.
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Asif is not permitted by the UK authorities to return to his homeland as the Foreign Office
have limited contacts with any legitimate authority in Somalia, and deem the country too
dangerous to return to (see Chapter 7, p.173). In Chapters (p.105-8), I mentioned that Asif
had been living in the UK for many years. A failed asylum case which has exhausted the legal
process means that he is forbidden to work, unable in his situation to return to Somalia, and
subsequently his belief that he cannot make any meaningful progress with his life. He
expressed his frustration at being excluded from society, caught as he is between his former
life in Somalia and his present reality which he finds ineffectual and futureless. Arnold van
Gennep (1960, quoted in Turner 1969: 94) termed such a liminal phase 'a rite of passage, or
transition, which is marked by the three phases of: separation, margin (or limen, signifying
'threshold' in Latin), and aggregation'.
Van Gennep's anthropological analysis can be applied to the movement experienced by
refugees and asylum-seekers, but also highlights the calculus between belonging and
homelessness. The third phase refers to reincorporation whereby the individual repossesses
a clearly defined classification in local society, when he or she becomes an official refugee
for example63. The refugee with 'papers' is in receipt of the legal documents which signify
some form of residence status in the UK. In contrast, an asylum-seeker in Asif's situation,
has been detached from an earlier fixed point (the original homeland), and exists on the
margins of society until a decision is made by the Home Office. A negative decision that has
not been determined marks the asylum-seeker as a liminal entity, as an individual neither
here nor there, betwixt and between two places; two countries.
Sarup (1994: 101) refers to the stranger in society (see Chapter 8, p.202) as unclassifiable.
The word stranger in this instance can be exchanged for that of refused asylum-seeker. For
example, Eaman, who first came to the UK around seven years ago, had his original claim
and appeal rejected. Following a long spell of homelessness, he was residing in a hostel in
south Belfast. Asif and Eaman are suspended in the empty space between a place which
they have left behind and a country which stubbornly denies them the right of full entry. In
this respect, they blur a boundary line. The rejected asylum-seeker is thus an anomaly,

63ln an era of globalisation, the practice of displacing self becomes more evident as a common part of
individual life-courses. For many people, in many settings, identification and interaction pass off on the basis
of non-localised, non-indexical, non-classificatory logics (Rapport 2010: 94).
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standing between the outside and the inside (Sarup 1994: 102). In Victor Turner's analysis
(1969: 97), 'transitional beings are particularly polluting, since they are neither one thing nor
another'. Mary Douglas (1966: 3), states how 'pollution beliefs can be used in a dialogue of
claims and counter-claims to status...that some pollutions are used as analogies for
expressing a general view of the social order'. Writing in 1977 (p.5), Watson noted how the
term 'immigrant' carried a pejorative connotation. In contemporary society, an asylumseeker tends to be categorised in a similarly negative vein. Sales (2007: 82) states that:
Being defined as a refugee has deeply ambivalent meanings for refugees and their sense of
self. This label is increasingly used by others in negative and hostile terms, as asylumseekers are portrayed as "bogus" and a "burden".
Korac (2009: 10) believes that, 'a liminal existence can be a severely disempowering
experience; it is also a condition that refugees (and in my view, more specifically asylumseekers) actively confront in a variety of ways in their search for and creation of solutions to
their predicament'. For example, in the course of my fieldwork, I met Haddi at the top of
the stairs at NICRAS. A former English language student of mine, she told me that she was
still living in a hostel in Bangor (a town located about fifteen miles to the north east of
Belfast). She believed that she was possibly the sole African living in that town, and
seemingly the only female Somali asylum-seeker. Morris, who was also present during our
exchange, agreed that at least this state of affairs meant it was better to learn English. In
fact, I did notice how she understood more readily when I spoke to her (compared with the
previous year), and her speaking fluency had also improved.
All the other residents staying at the hostel at the time were Northern Irish, which added
to her sense of isolation, disorientation, and non-belonging. Haddi told me that initially she
would travel down to Belfast almost daily as she felt so isolated, but due to the expense, she
was forced to curtail her trips to see friends, to buy food, and to visit NICRAS. She told me
that she was not allowed overnight visitors at the hostel, and that she was obliged to share
the kitchen with the other residents. Apparently, the odour that emanates from the cooking
of bacon and sausages (probably a regular event) was not ideal for Haddi (as a Muslim), and
serves as a further boundary marker of exclusion. Haddi was evidently not very happy with
her 'exile' in Bangor, and yet her attitude indicated a resilience that was a palpable
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reminder of how 'narrative can best serve to embellish the successes and obscure the
defeat' (Wikan 1995: 269). In what can be described as a human universal; the public face
can often conceal inner feelings of turmoil, sadness and anguish.
According to the UKBA's asylum procedures, the individuals mentioned above have a
nominal right at this stage to remain temporarily in the UK without recourse to mainstream
social benefits. They may be eligible for Section 4 support, (see Chapter 2, p.36, n.ll), but
the prospect of re-settlement remains uncertain. This leaves long-term asylum-seekers in a
precarious position, separated as they are from home, family and friends while
simultaneously being denied the right to re-establish their lives which refugee status would
deliver. They all articulated a sense of being in limbo, with their lives put on hold, and
thereby affecting their capacity to plan for the future. It could be said that they have little
option. Nonetheless, I sensed an adjustment to their new surroundings which allowed them
to overcome experiences of loneliness, insecurity, and alienation, as they establish
meaningful social relationships in challenging circumstances (see Askland 2007: 238-9, 247).
The emotional effects of existing in the vacuum of a failed asylum bid are connected to
undiminished memories of the past. In this thesis, I have consistently alluded to notions of
the past, and some of the ways in which that may affect agency in the lives of both refugees
with 'papers', as well as asylum-seekers. For Jarman (1997: 4-5), 'memories, as a medium
for understanding the past, are a part of the wider cultural practices that are continually
being adapted and rephrased to meet the needs of the present'. The more time I spent with
Derek, the more detail I heard about his experiences in Kenya and Belfast, and I became
privy to the kind of emotional turbulence shared among many individuals in similar
circumstances. I visited Derek at his asylum-seeker accommodation bringing him some
Kenyan beer (Tusker) and a bag of sweet potatoes as a sensory reminder of his homeland.
Once we had settled down and he had eventually located some tea bags, he told me:
Every day I wake up and think to myself: 'What am I doing today? What sort of existence is
this?' I could go to a doctor and he would give me pills, or send me to a psychiatric clinic for
treatment. He just moves me somewhere else so that I am no longer his problem. It's the
same with the Home Office. It's like I barely exist to them, except as a nuisance. I just wait
around all day thinking about their decisions.
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Gibney (2007: 72) believes that, 'to treat refugees as something lacking in any positive
value is to demean them by denying their capacity to make a real contribution to countries
of asylum'. Derek produced a letter that he had received that morning, and said: 'My life is
getting this type of letter' (see Chapter 2, p.44). I proceeded to read a section of it which
stated: 'The Upper Tribunal of the Home Office Immigration Department in London stated
their acknowledgement of having received his solicitor's application to request a further
appeal hearing'. About one month later, the application was refused by the Home Office.
Once all appeals have been exhausted, the applicant will be expected to leave the country
as soon as possible, and are at risk of being detained, unless extenuating circumstances can
be proven, and/or a fresh claim lodged with a solicitor.
At that moment in time, Derek possessed no papers or certificates from his homeland
which would confirm his identity, his personal achievements, or his very existence as a
Kenyan national. Instead, he had accrued a raft of documents from his solicitor and the
Home Office that are weighed against the veracity of his asylum claim, which included the
reasons why he feared persecution if returned to Kenya. As Jarman (1997: 5) states, 'we use
the past by remembering selectively those events that help to explain or justify what is
happening in the present, a present that can therefore be portrayed as the inevitable and
only outcome of those same events'. I detailed the principle reasons surrounding Derek's
decision to leave his homeland in Chapter 2, and it is those events (what actually happened,
and his memories of those particular events) that serve as a nexus between then and now.
The next stage for a person in Derek's situation entails receiving a formal letter from the
UKBA informing him of the suspension of current accommodation arrangements, including a
date when the keys must be surrendered. I accompanied Derek in order to obtain advice
from NICRAS. The manager expressed her disappointment regarding the termination of any
recourse to funds and the loss of a roof over his head. She asked Derek whether he had had
a psychiatric assessment (the health of individual applicants can have a bearing on their
case), to which he replied in the negative. He was struggling to maintain his energy levels in
fighting his case and he told us that he just wanted to be given a fair hearing by the
authorities. He was emotionally low and spoke in a voice that was quieter than usual. Derek
told me that if he were afforded the opportunity, he would represent himself in court in
order to explain his case. It would appear that if the substantive asylum interview is deemed
218

CHAPTER 9

DESTITUTION and NON-BELONGING

to be problematic in any way by the UKBA interviewers, the individual seeking asylum is
fighting an uphill battle from then on.
When all avenues in seeking asylum to the UK have failed, a fresh claim (see Chapter 2,
p.46) may be considered by the authorities if new evidence has come to light, or is in the
process of being gathered by the claimant. The asylum-seekers' solicitor may decide
(pending legal aid) to offer assistance if any new evidence is considered strong enough to
send to the UKBA for a new case to be heard. For Derek, this was now a matter of urgency.
He told me:
Surely the UKBA is aware of my situation, and I would like to remind them that I am now
both homeless and penniless, as they cut off my funds and removed my accommodation.
How can I afford a phone call, or a bus fare? I'm too busy moving from place to place, and
just surviving. They have not helped me, and they don't care.
Derek was expressing his fears of being detained indefinitely by the UKBA. He was torn
between the fear of risking detention, and the hope that informing the UKBA of his
whereabouts may lead to reclaiming NASS support. One month later, I phoned Derek again
to see how he was getting on. I was not surprised that he sounded down and exasperated,
and I arranged to meet him the next day. I commented on my arrival that the flat he was
temporarily staying in looked nice, and the nearby park very useful for taking his girlfriend's
daughter for walks in the pushchair. This reminded me of how appearances during the
daytime hours can be deceptive when assessing unfamiliar residential areas of a city. Derek
told me that the area was noisy in the evenings, and that he could occasionally hear joy
rider's driving around at night. 'It is a bit rough round here, but nothing compared to parts
of my country!' he said. The two of us sat together in the kitchen and studied the two letters
that his mother had sent from Nairobi, and which had apparently cost the equivalent of
around £35 to arrange (a large sum of money for her).
Both letters were from his home neighbourhood close to Nairobi. One was sent by a
District Chief (his own terminology) which had cost the bulk of the fees, and the other was
from his former pastor at a local church. He expressed his doubts to me whether they would
be strong enough for a fresh claim. The District Commissioner's office mentioned Derek's
mistaken identity as a member of the Mungiki gang (see Chapter 4, p.86, n.35), and the
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letter from the church stated his mother's fears about the death threats (made unofficially
by the police) that her son had received at that time. Jarman's words (1997: 5) most aptly
describe Derek's situation: 'The importance that a sense of the past has in people's daily
lives, in providing continuity in the face of change, makes it almost impossible to wipe the
slate clean and begin again'. The two letters conjured memories of people, and place, where
Derek had spent most of his life. His life had changed irrevocably in a short space of time.
His former home was a small house in the Nairobi suburbs, but he now lives in totally
different circumstances.
There exists a tension between two opposing desires: the desire to close that chapter of
remembrances, to relieve himself of that weight that led to his forced displacement, and the
knowledge that he cannot and, indeed, does not really want to do this (see Cappelletto
2003: 246). Individuals in his situation are obliged by the demands of the UKBA, as well as
their solicitors, to recollect these events clearly and in detail in order to verify the original
asylum claim. At the same time, memories of friends, family, and the homeland necessarily
combine to give emotional salience to the present. Concerns for those back home, aligned
to obligations of familial assistance, contributes to a sense of disorientation in the present
(see Tilbury 2007: 445). Tirman (2001: 3) notes how 'memory and alienation feed on each
other, the recollections of what is lost and the alienation from what is found'. These are the
kinds of issues which are consequential to an anomalous existence that is part and parcel of
life for an asylum-seeker whose claim has been rejected.

Destitution and Non-Belonging
For those individuals who are still in the process of seeking asylum, the removal of Section 4
is a prime example of the beginning of genuine destitution. Phil, the local Red Cross
manager wants to see individual practice and agency in action. Individual agency is a fluid
conception because things change as time passes. He explained to me why destitute
individuals cannot rely on Red Cross charity indefinitely, but are required to show that they
have some sort of progressive plan for the future. He said: 'I try to smooth their path, but I
need to see resilience'. In the UK, as with other EU Member States, a high percentage of
applications for asylum are rejected on the basis of credibility due to inconsistencies and
ostensibly lack of evidence (Wessensteiner 2009: 61). As stated above, when applications
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fail, people are expected to leave, and if they do not, they may be taken into detention prior
to forced removal.
Those who are willing to risk returning home have the option of Assisted Voluntary Return
(see Tina Chapter 2, p.47). People who have not agreed to leave receive no payments, live in
fear of removal, and may end up facing destitution for a period of time. If they sign a form
stating their intention to leave they may qualify for Section 4 Support (or have it reinstated),
which can include emergency accommodation and vouchers which contribute toward their
food and a few other expenses (McNulty 2011: 31), and yet there are many asylum seekers
who are left destitute (Devlin and McKenna 2009: 96-7). During the course of my fieldwork I
attended a Destitution Seminar, an event organised as a part of Refugee Week in June,
2010. This was held at the Linenhall library in Belfast city centre, and was well attended by
refugees and asylum-seekers as well as many individuals who represented groups that
provide refugee services. One Sudanese asylum-seeker, whom I had often met at NICRAS,
had this message for the audience:
Seven years here, two years no support at all. Two months at a hostel, and sometimes slept
rough on the street.
Hamman, who also originates from Sudan, was the next asylum-seeker to speak:
Three years here. For seven months no support and sleep at friend's house. I knock on door
and want to sleep there. Sometimes they're not there; very hard. I have to wait around for
them until they come back home.
Both of the Sudanese asylum-seekers told me a good while after the Destitution Seminar,
and on separate occasions, that their application had failed due to lack of evidence which
could corroborate their ethnic identity as emanating from 'black African' origins, as opposed
to Arabic64. Therefore, according to Home Office asylum criteria, they would be less likely to
face persecution if they returned to Sudan. Phil was the next scheduled speaker. I managed
to write down the salient details of his presentation. He said:

64 'Since al-Bashir came to power (in 1989), the Islamist and Arab-centric regime has caused the rapid advance
of the ideological and racist dimensions of the conflict in Darfur, with sides defining themselves as 'Arab' or
Zurq (Black)' (Jok 2007: 133).
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That's the real thing. They're very brave to come up here and talk. There has been no
improvement since last year. In fact the situation has gotten worst over here and is even
worst in most English cities. A survey found that £100 per week was the bare minimum to
live on, but they came here for sanctuary, not benefits. The message needs to be corrected.
Well over one hundred thousand refused asylum-seekers are surviving here (UK), with many
living on one meal a day. They go underground and work illegally, which exposes them to
abuse. Red Cross accommodation assistance costs, for the Belfast area, has totalled £755
and a further £1,605 on vouchers since April 2010 (this represents a financial quarter). The
individual recipients have come from fifteen different countries. Many are reluctant to ask
for support. It is difficult to cope without the help of volunteers, local charities, churches,
individuals and organisations. The temporary nature of the situation for some, including
homelessness, is still preferable to being sent back to possible death and Section 4 and
Legacy Cases (Chapter 6, p.151, n.50) leads to much destitution.

I had spent some time with Phil in the Red Cross office which is open to refugees and
asylum-seekers on Monday and Fridays as a drop- in service. He was permitted within the
constraints of his budget to give out £15 per week per person, but only on a four week time
limit. However, this is not a fixed sum and is open to his discretion. The office in London has
hundreds of daily visitors and operates with a ticketing system. In the Belfast office,
however, he does not know who will walk through the door from one day to the next (see
deservingness section, Chapter 8, p.187). He has to assess each individual's need
objectively, and relatively dispassionately. For example, he told me:
As an organisation we take the view of looking at the bigger picture concerning destitution.
For example, what compels someone to go to the Red Cross in the first place? We operate
with an overriding structure of what needs to be done to alleviate the situation. It's a
prevention is better than cure philosophy. The human stories that I hear are obviously real,
but in order to help the majority, and in order to justify our existence as an NGO, politically
and morally, professional record keeping and objectivised management style reports are
65

necessary .

The Red Cross is mostly financed by its First Aid courses and charity shops. They have a
fundraising policy and are not reliant on the tax payer. Their watchword is 'humanity and
65 Castles (2003: 21, quoted in Sales 2007: 83) argues that the notion of sociology of 'exile, displacement, or
belonging' places too much emphasis on the subjective and cultural aspects of forced migration, neglecting its
structural dimension.
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vulnerability' and the asylum-seeker and refugee section is only a small part of the overall
operation. Phil's task is initially to assist when asylum-seekers first arrive and are
undergoing an orientation stage; when NASS funding ends and they either await Section 4
Support, or when rendered destitute with no recourse to public funds. Orientation for
refugees includes awareness of legal aid, clothing from charitable sources, various ethnic
food shops, and general cultural advice that may be useful.
On a separate occasion, I accompanied Phil, along with two newly arrived asylum-seekers
from Darfur, to the Red Cross shop in Bangor. Phil regularly undertakes this trip as part of an
orientation programme designed for destitute asylum-seekers to Northern Ireland. He said:
'It gets them out of Belfast and the usual handful of streets that make up their daily lives'.
As well as the £25 vouchers that he gave to each of them, he handed over a copy of the Red
Cross orientation booklet (see Chapter 8, p.186) in Arabic and a sheet of paper which sets
out the purpose of the trip. He told me: T try to bring them up in pairs so as they can get to
know each other and feel a part of society. Hopefully they get a sense of somebody who
cares about their welfare'. I waited inside the charity shop whilst the two young men
selected some clothes and shoes from the limited selection available, and within the budget
that their vouchers allowed. This humanitarian gesture is expanded upon by Parkin (1999:
308) when he states:
This evidence of a striving towards social morality may seem at first only to meet the needs
of the isolated individual, but may also provide the foundation for continuity between
individuals, that is to say, of society.
Shortly after this event, one of the men was sent back to Italy under the terms of the
Dublin Convention (see Chapter 2, p.35, n.10). As I was leaving the NICRAS building one
afternoon, I was able to reflect on refused asylum-seekers' predicaments with more insight
after I had come across another young man from Africa named Hannuk. After some general
conversation (which gave me the opportunity to explain my role as friend of NICRAS, as well
as a social researcher connected to Queen's University), he told me:
The Home Office won't even believe that I am from Eritrea. It is not possible to get my
family to send any proof documents. I'm not sure where they are now. I can't get help from
the Eritrean community here as they have families, or are in difficult situations as well. My
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girlfriend (a local Northern Irishwoman) had caused problems at my court hearing, and she
was saying she would kill herself if I am sent back. She stays at a hostel, but I am not allowed
to sleep there, so I walk across town to the west and is very cold. I am five months homeless.
I first wanted permit to stay, but now I just want somewhere to live. I don't care about
anything else. Why would I be here if I could live in Eritrea? I have had four solicitors but we
keep going round in circles. If they (Home Office/UKBA) treat people like this they will
commit crimes.
The types of issues expressed and elucidated in the accounts in this section reflect the wider
societal values regarding what counts as legitimate and illegitimate, deserving or
undeserving, the authentic and the fake (Weissensteiner 2009: 59-63). The tactics engaged
in by these individuals are part of survival strategies. Existing on the outer margins of
society, they are sometimes forced to rely on networks of their own making. Referring to
people living in a refugee camp, Agamben (quoted In Agier 2008: 62) states how they are:
Kept in quarantine as a function of the political inability to conceive their place in society as
a whole....they are a very figure of detestable liminality. The narrative of displacement
requires that the displaced person leave the liminal borderland and enter a new space
(defined as such by its orderliness) so as to develop a new identity.
Furthermore, 'if the displaced person fails to grow new roots, s/he will remain uprooted,
marginalised, and pathological in a space in-between' (Sorenson 1997:145). Hannuk's
narrative is an example of what Sarup (1994:102) describes as 'the nightmare to be
uprooted, to be without papers, stateless, alone, alienated and adrift in a world of organised
others'. Having effectively given up on receiving refugee status in the UK, Hannuk had said
to me: 'I just want somewhere to live'. His experiences of forced migration and dislocation,
allied with a perceived uncaring attitude by the host country's authorities, leads to fear and
a sense of alienation which is connected to the dynamics of humiliation (see O'Neill 2010:
248-254).
On a day when I was delivering some furniture to a Sudanese friend's flat in the city
centre, I realised that an asylum-seeking compatriot was temporarily living there until he
could find somewhere more permanent to stay. He subsequently moved to his most recent
abode, which consists of a room in a hostel in south Belfast. Space at hostels is limited, as is
the amount of time that an individual is allowed to stay before moving on to somewhere
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deemed more permanent. A member of the NICRAS staff told me that many refused
asylum- seekers are forced at certain times to sleep on the floor of friends and
acquaintances, but also how this arrangement can only be of a temporary nature due to
pragmatic difficulties. As I illustrated above, individual asylum-seekers such as Haddi, who
are obliged to reside in a hostel that is some distance from the familiarity of Belfast, can
suffer further alienating effects.
Haddi's fellow hostel residents have their own individual problems to sort out, but at
least they can claim to be citizens of the state. In contrast, 'a stateless person is any
individual who is not considered by any state to possess its nationality'. The Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948, Article 14.1) states: 'Everyone has the right to seek and
to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution' (Malkki 1995: 500-501). For the
individuals mentioned in this section, the anthropological analogy of the rite of passage can
be translated as 'undocumented migrants, crossing the border as a territorial passage that
marks the transition of one way of life to another' (De Genova 2002: 434-5).
Chapter 4 showed many incidences whereby separation begins with crossing a border in
the hope of finding sanctuary. When an application fails, asylum-seekers remain in limbo,
unable to incorporate and feel part of the new society. In this situation, asylum-seekers are
disenfranchised and alienated as they attempt to gain some control over their lives. At the
same time, immigration and asylum, which are often confused, is regarded as a mainstream
political issue, and framed in such a vocabulary as 'a crises'. Refused asylum-seekers thus
come to be framed between humanitarian ideology and pragmatic politics (see O' Neill
2010: 233-6). The service providers such as NICRAS, the Red Cross, and the hostels
represent the former, and the UKBA and Immigration Judges, as arbiter of each decision, the
latter. The inclusion/exclusion of populations is thus controlled through the application of
specific knowledge and truth criteria in the name of protection and security, less for the
asylum-seeker, than for the host country (Weissensteiner 2009: 63).
Conclusion
This chapter focussed on the effects of a life being lived on the margins of society; a kind of
liminal zone which is neither 'here', nor 'there'. Not fully accepted into Northern Irish
society, nor willing to return to their countries of origin, refused asylum-seekers invoke a
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range of individual survival strategies that afford minimal emotional and practical comfort.
By examining asylum-seeker narratives, I have illustrated some of the consequences that
follow from negative responses to their applications; not permitted to work legally, denied
access to social welfare benefits, their pecuniary expectations are severely limited. This
state of affairs effectively commences with their decision to leave their original homes.
Compelled to leave that place behind, they arrived in the UK without proper documentation
because the only way to gain entry to Western Europe is by illegal means with the help of
human smugglers (see Chapter 2, p.36, n.12, and Koser 2003: 183, Gibney 2004). Memories
of the homeland are therefore bittersweet. The loss of the comfort of family and friends
from a familiar physical and social environment has had time to coalesce with the mixed
emotions of exile. Denied access to many of the benefits of the host country, refused
asylum-seekers in particular, remain cognitively and physically between homes, displaced
and decentred, trapped in a liminal state of existence.
On having the veracity of their asylum claim rejected, many individuals have spent years
moving around the UK looking for ways to survive, whilst simultaneously continuing to seek
ways in which to be granted official refugee status. This can be a tiresome and time
consuming experience as priorities continuously shift between finding a secure place to stay
and seeking new ways to apply for a fresh claim, whilst the fear of being detained and
possibly returned unwillingly to the place they fled from remains a constant source of worry.
Despite these hardships, life narratives in this chapter have shown that, 'however one
construes being, it involves a relationship between what is given by circumstance, and what
one brings into being by virtue of one's own desire or will' (Jackson 2005: 182). In order to
receive Section 4 funding from NASS, a document needs to be signed stating their intention
to return at their earliest possible convenience. To sign it is an admission of an absence of
fear of return, but not to sign it means a descent into destitution. If any person has no
means to support him or herself, they are classified as destitute in the eyes of the host
society. In the social milieu of Belfast, the Red Cross and NICRAS are two organisations at
the forefront of assisting refugees and asylum-seekers in their time of need, but it is often
friends and acquaintances who offer succour, and a place to stay for a while. In the final
chapter of this thesis, I provide some conclusions, reflections and ideas, with the intention
of formulating some answers to the research question.
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This thesis began by examining the asylum policies and procedures that were operating in
Northern Ireland at the time of my research in Belfast. I looked at the various stages an
asylum-seeker may need to negotiate on arrival in that part of the UK in their search for a
successful outcome. Unlike the group experience of a refugee camp, asylum-seekers to
Europe arrive alone or in small family units. They travel far from neighbouring countries
where the majority of organised refugee camps operate (Sudan to Chad for example), and
for a variety of personal reasons decide to leave the region entirely and seek refuge in a
distant country of safety and stability. The advent of post-colonial nation- states (Chapter 4
mentioned Sudan, Somalia, Zimbabwe, Kenya, Iran, and Eritrea) precipitated politicised
nationalist movements which disconnected the political elites from a plethora of ethnic
groups and clans living within newly constructed borders.
I argued that if the nation-state is where one purportedly belongs (in the national order of
things (Malkki 1995)), then a person is ostensibly a citizen of that country which entails a
certain amount of responsibilities and expectations. However, in the modern nation-states
on the African continent, myriad ethnic groups and clans undermine the prime nationalist
principle which believes that first and foremost, political organisation should be ethnic in
character as it represents the interests of a particular ethnic group. Collier (2010: 51) states
that, 'a society can function perfectly well if its citizens hold multiple identities, but
problems arise when those subnational identities arouse loyalties that override loyalty to
the nation as a whole'. Chapter 4 illustrated how some of the people that inform this thesis
were intimidated and persecuted by political violence irrespective of ethnic group
belonging. When the nation-state is disrupted by politicised groups who feel aggrieved by
injustices they have suffered, resistance is often followed by violence through instruments
of the ruling elite. Historical forces, as well as national and local politics were shown to be
the root cause of internal displacement, and the reason why people seek refuge and asylum
in another country.
The notion of 'being at home', or 'feeling at home', is shown throughout this thesis to be
a multi-layered and complex concept. One predominant and popular idea of the home is
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imagined through the prism of the country from where a person originates, namely the
homeland. It was noted that for one refugee who was born in Addis Ababa in Ethiopia, an
entire region seceded and became his new home country of Eritrea. For those who felt
compelled to escape from the borders of their own countries of origin and flee for a place of
sanctuary, the loss of a country which is supposed to provide protection brings a host of
political and emotional challenges. The refugees and asylum-seekers whose stories are
captured in this thesis elucidate not only the reasons of their displacement, but also
introduced some of the strategies which served to reconcile the abrupt rupture in their lives
with the arrival and settlement in the new social environment of Belfast, Northern Ireland.
The narratives expressed in Chapter 5 were indicative of the difficulties of extrapolating
similar events from the stories of different people who make up Belfast's putative refugee
community. The narratives of displacement suggested that the rendering of past events in a
refugee's life remains a part of his or her identity in the present. I showed how the past of
individual refugees or asylum-seekers is tied to their present and hence discourses of
identity can be seen as a continuum. Despite the alienation experienced by these exiles in
their new surroundings, I noted that memory can be given form and positive meaning.
Displacement, while being a past event, does not cease to exist merely because a refugee or
asylum-seeker currently resides in a country of safety. In these circumstances, their shared
perspectives in Northern Ireland compel asylum-seekers and refugees to reconsider existing
categories of identity as social relations are shaped by similar experiences and events.
I illustrated how a new cultural environment and unfamiliar physical landscape, as well as
any pragmatic challenges faced by these individuals, impact on their sense of security in
different ways. The nostalgia produced by specific memories of past lives back in the original
homeland was illustrated as one aspect of coming to terms with the present. Food and
commensality were shown to collectively enable and empower some refugees and asylumseekers as they remembered loved ones and paid respect to cultural traditions by
reproducing familiar and authentic meals. Commensality represents not only a social
performance whereby customs and rituals are sensitively shared and enjoyed, but also
connects to discourses of political, historical and ethnic identity. I showed that for one
refugee, the fact that many of his family members were still in danger impacted directly on
his actions in the present. In this way, territory, culture and identity are experienced and
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imagined as parallel processes. In other words, the place and people left behind in the
original homeland form a part of a refugees' life as they make sense of their present
circumstances whilst strategizing a propitious way forward. Narrative is thus shown to be a
creative social practice.
I argued that by analysing the agency of one asylum-seeker in particular, and his attempt
to find a place for himself within the structural constraints society of the host country, a
transformation of identity can evolve. A certain way of behaving in society not only
reproduces the existing culture, but simultaneously instructs the agent in ways to
subjectively manoeuvre within the tacit rules of his new and unfamiliar social world. In the
process of negotiating ways to succeed in local society, individual refugees and asylumseekers become obliged to reconsider, at least subconsciously, other existing categories of
identity. Identities are shown to be situational, and far from immutable in character. In the
social milieu of Belfast, members of the local host society are also seen to be involved in the
reinterpretation and reconstruction of places and identities. Subjective choice and decisionmaking, social networking and positivity, demonstrate the importance of individual agency
as practice. Though an emotional and moral sense of acting as an outsider in society was
stressed, creativity provides solutions to recreate meaning in difficult circumstances.
Furthermore, Chapter 5 illustrated that modes of displacement led to a variety of
challenging ways in which refugees sought to overcome disadvantages and to feel part of
what is important to local people on the streets of Belfast. This meant seeking gainful
employment, paying taxes, and participating, at least partially, in the norms, activities, and
arguments relevant to the local context. I explained how the identity people gain from a
socially and economically fulfilling life means to be effectively placed, or emplaced in the
locality. The power of narrative thus contains within it the seed to shape and transform
human environments. Following from this, transnational hybrid identities are made possible
when structural factors of the host society are favourable enough to enable a refugee to
work towards self-sufficiency. Identity has the adaptability to be changed by each subjective
journey from being a resident of one's country of origin, to becoming an asylum-seeker, and
eventually a refugee in Northern Ireland. He or she experiences the duality of being both
here and there, which can instantiate a negative or positive condition. Identity then, is not
just about being in the here and now, but has the potential of transformation and becoming
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something purposeful and new. In the context of this thesis, the ability to conjure, even if
minimally, a sense of belonging, and to work at developing roots in the host country, was
thus dependent on relationships and acceptance by the local population and communities
of Belfast.
If culture is a way to describe human behaviour, it follows that multiculturalism concerns a
number of differing ethnic groups that co-exist in a defined space. I noted in Chapter 6 that
multiculturalism is an established phenomenon in many cities in Britain, but is very much in
its infancy in Northern Ireland. In fact, at present there exists a distinct lack of discrete
diasporic and relatively homogeneous communities living in specific areas of Belfast.
Nonetheless, the city has become increasingly multicultural in recent years with its new
residents scattered across the city's urban spaces. Into this urban and social milieu, the
heterogeneous mix of refugees and asylum-seekers is composed of forced migrants who are
largely unable or unwilling to return to their homelands. Unlike other types of inward
migration that contributes toward an increasingly multicultural and cosmopolitan Northern
Ireland, it should be noted that perhaps refugees and asylum-seekers lack the confidence to
become cosmopolitans in the early stages of their settlement. The challenge for members of
NICRAS is to remind the two dominant traditions that exist in Northern Ireland, that there
are people and communities all over the world who seek respect and recognition.
As stated at the outset of the thesis, I carried out much of my fieldwork research in a
building in south Belfast which is known as Northern Ireland Community of Refugees and
Asylum-seekers (NICRAS). The acronym suggests the concrete existence of a genuine
community of refugees who are members of that organisation, and adds weight to
Baumann' assertion (1999: 118) that culture, like community, is a discursive process. When
migrants cross a boundary there is both hostility and a welcome from the long-standing host
communities. When a migrant feels excluded from the dominant society he or she may find
solace with other people from their own cultural group, or with people who experience
similar feelings of dis-integration and exclusion. I illustrated some of the ways in which a
consciousness of belonging to a community gives meaning to individuals at a challenging
time in their lives. As with identity, community membership was seen as situational. As
fieldwork progressed, it became apparent that categorical ethnic distinctions were rendered
less important for members of NICRAS as they shared common experiences and goals in
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improving their situation. Important social relations were maintained across any perceived
ethnic boundaries where mutual assistance regularly took precedence over cultural
differences. Nonetheless, in order to take affirmative action in their search for regular paid
work for example, members of specific and formative diasporic communities looked inside
their own ethnic boundaries.
At times, NICRAS acted as an axial place where like-minded people were afforded the
space to meet, to express their concerns, and to interact in a convivial atmosphere.
Interculturalism, as opposed to multiculturalism, was extended to various events organised
by other NGOs who were involved with refugees and asylum-seekers. However, I noted that
there was more tension within the perceived boundaries of singular 'ethnic communities'.
The power dynamics relating to the clan system in Somalia, and the hegemony of the Arab
speaking majority in Sudan, were reflected among their nascent community building
projects. The fragmentation of these larger groups in Belfast goes some way in promoting a
more cross-cultural integration, not only between the disparate range of refugees and
asylum-seekers, but also across the wider host society. Similarity and difference was thus
extended beyond any real or imagined cultural and community boundaries and coalesced
with other social entities in the contested spaces of the city. In other words, members of
NICRAS are obliged to interact with a cross-section of society in the absence of an
established 'ethnic community' existing within the confines of Belfast. The Cohesion,
Sharing and Integration (CSI) policy document was shown to be a worthy aspiration of the
Office of First Minister and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) at Stormont, but I argued that
it is only through sustained vigilance and hard work that a harmonious and inclusive society
will emerge.
From the limited empirical data gathered in this thesis, active participation, allied with
more intercultural initiatives that mirror shared values at local societal level, showed how
the goal of attaining citizenship could be programmed at the same time as granting resident
status (Limited Leave to Remain, or LLR). No matter the theoretical debate concerning the
reification of nation-states, refugees will be a part of the demographic composition of the
UK for the foreseeable future. Currently, the much coveted Travel Document is a form of
refugee passport. However, a British passport, or citizenship, is defined in terms of the
political, legal and civic institutions of the UK, as well as being linked to broader conceptions
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such as human rights and democracy. Following a successful trial period of volunteering,
paid employment, or other valuable contributions to the host society, refugees, but also
asylum-seekers can be given the space to boost their own self-esteem whilst awaiting
further determinations on their legal status. Such an agenda would place human agency at
the forefront of a cohesive social policy whilst dispensing with reified connotations of
identification.
This thesis has looked at the transnational movement of a specific group of migrants,
where refugee and asylum-seeker narratives described some of the ways in which they left
their countries of residence in order to seek a place in which to start afresh. Some ideas of
what denotes a home are discussed in detail in Chapter 7. Whether home is a place where
family reside, where a person spent the formative years of their lives, from where they have
been recently displaced, or where they currently live, I have suggested that the loss of home
can be experienced as a liberating process if an individual is allowed to develop a sense of
purpose, socioeconomic security and opportunity in the destination country.
Home appears to be strongly associated with territory, and being compelled to abruptly
leave that particular location affects a person's ontological security. Home as a physical
structure as well as a social environment, has also been shown to be connected to memory
as a place of safety and familiarity amongst family and friends. I discussed home as a
concept that is tied to the nation-state, to identity, and to notions of community. Refugees
and asylum-seekers are physically, if not always cognitively, minimally living in a semblance
of home (house, hostel, shared flat) in Belfast, Northern Ireland. I have consistently
employed the term 'country of origin', and yet the term 'back home', or 'back in my country'
was often mentioned when referring in conversation to their countries of origin. This was
not to suggest that they portrayed a primordial identity that definitively linked them to a
distinct homeland with a desire to eventually return to that place. The political instability
and transformations pertaining in those countries forced those seeking asylum to reflect on
their original homes as places of disjuncture and violence.
In one sense, I noted that home, even if only one room is a private space where personal
objects are kept and often displayed. From a psychological perspective, the subjective
nature of a specific material item was seen to be an important signifier during a time of
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uncertainty and change. Being allowed to live in a shared flat was shown to be far
preferable than staying in a hostel for instance. However, the ultimate aim for the majority
of male refugees at least, was the ambition to find a private dwelling from where they could
work on strategies of progression in their lives. This mode of living would thus benefit not
only themselves, but ultimately family members living in their homes of origin who the
majority of refugees (and asylum-seekers) would like to support as much as possible. In a
broader sense, home was shown to be a geographical space where residents consistently
interact and negotiate through social relationships. In this way, asylum-seekers and refugees
are given the opportunity to feel a measure of emplacement and an inchoate inclusiveness
by forming new friendships and contacts in their locality. My thesis looked at place and its
social spaces that are always contested rather than an accepted quotidian reality. For
refugees and asylum-seekers, engagement with the people and places that constitute the
various parts of Belfast becomes a matter of settling into a new social milieu, where that
physical environment is experienced as a place of familiarity and safety, and helps to confer
an emotional stability.
Furthermore, in Chapter 7 I discussed some of the ways in which movement and
transition are part of everyday existence for increasing numbers of people in a globalised
world. In this way, home is experienced as movement when migrants move from place to
place. I illustrated how asylum-seekers' and refugees' narratives regularly turned to
discussion surrounding travel; places they have been to or passed through, but also where
to go in the future in order to maximise their potential away from their current base in
Northern Ireland. From the telling of these modes of narrative, they may discover a sense of
home and belonging in the story of their subjective life experiences, with Belfast a
circumstantial place in their search for a more equitable notion of home. I noted that
associations of choice and resolve are not so easily realised by asylum-seekers whose
agency is far more restricted. In their situation, the stories of their lives are imagined,
memorised and rearticulated in stasis, largely because their movement and options are
curtailed by the legal constraints of their individual asylum applications. A lack of individual
agency and control highlights ways in which movement in itself does not necessarily lead to
notions of belonging, non-belonging, stasis, or non-stasis.
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The United Nations Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the legal definitions of the
European Convention on Human Rights (1950) are both aspirational international
instruments devised to protect and permit personal freedoms, equal rights and dignity. The
idea of human rights is an ideology based on human commonality rather than being a
universal reality, and is in fact interpreted and administered by individual nation-states. For
example, it is the decision of each nation-state to recognise a migrant as an economic
migrant or a political refugee. Anyone has the universal human right to claim asylum in
another country, and yet the restrictive rules which govern the granting of asylum are the
responsibility of the destination country. I showed in Chapter 8 how NGOs such as NICRAS
and the Red Cross provides advocacy for the many refugees and asylum-seekers that are
faced with the prospect and challenges of settling into the new physical and social
environment of Belfast. I noted that their role is invaluable as it is neither the refugees, nor
asylum-seekers that define who are technically genuine refugees in the eyes of the law. The
advocacy available to refugees and asylum-seekers in the context of Belfast is primarily led
by initiatives created at NICRAS. This continues to give them hope as well as providing
practical assistance with the aim of orienting all of its members toward self-empowerment
and ways to improve their challenging situations.
My thesis consistently attempted to elucidate the plight of individual refugees and asylumseekers from the perspective of their own lived experiences, voices and perceptions. I
looked at some theoretical debates relating to local events that impact on determining
discourses surrounding deservingness and moral behaviour. The trauma of displacement
was shown in many ways to be responsible for a collapse of trust by asylum-seekers toward
the relevant authorities. Occasionally, who was deemed deserving of receiving asylum was
an issue debated among asylum-seekers in their efforts to navigate and formulate a way of
understanding their individual predicaments. Whether an asylum-seeker is deemed
deserving or not is impossible to establish by fact. Various procedures have been put in
place across Europe to restrict entrance into its countries mainly because asylum issues are
largely regarded in a negative light by many of its citizens. The exclusionary politics of
asylum and the moral discourse of deservingness correlate with judgements of genuineness,
and desirability and undesirability that affect the reasoning behind asylum claim
determinations.
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The complexities inherent in language and the ways it serves as a boundary marker was
explored in Chapter 8. Using interpreters to assist with an asylum case can be crucial when
narrating the intricacies of an asylum-seeker's situation to an Immigration Judge in a court
of law. A lack of self-confidence and trust on behalf of the appellant can result in
misunderstanding and a negative outcome in the tense atmosphere of Immigration Court
where UKBA officials are also usually present. The language challenge was also shown to
pertain in the public places and spaces of Belfast where the local vernacular and accent is
spoken in a rapid manner and with little compromise toward a non-local. The ability to
speak relatively fluent English is certainly beneficial for interacting, integrating, and
engaging in local society, but was shown to have no bearing on the success or otherwise of
an asylum case. The English language classes held at NICRAS produced an interchange of
cultural mores and viewpoints that illustrated ways in which adopting, or at least learning, a
new language has the ability to change a person over time. I explored ways in which
languages are imbued with their own nuances and idioms of speech which influence
different and original ways of thought, imagination, and creativity. Conversely, language has
the ability to heighten feelings of alienation, loss and nostalgia, and hence create a longing
for the familiarity of the homeland.
The vast majority of the host community have no way of discerning whether an outsider is
an asylum-seeker or a refugee without specific knowledge. Intolerance and hostility toward
the perceived Other may stem from fluency, or lack thereof, in the local language. I argued
that most of the negativity directed towards asylum-seekers in particular emanates from
sections of the popular printed media. The fact remains that a relatively small proportion of
overall immigration to the UK is represented by people seeking asylum. Nonetheless, a
disproportionate amount of media space focuses on the words 'asylum-seekers' as though
the majority are a minatory and ever-increasing number that are a burden on the social
cohesion of host communities. Correspondingly, local politicians who are concerned about
votes from their electorate are sensitive and reactive when immigration issues are raised.
These occurrences subsequently put more pressure on the UKBA resulting in stricter
interpretations of asylum law in order to keep asylum numbers at a politically 'acceptable
level'. Narrative expression throughout this thesis has explicitly illustrated some of the ways
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asylum-seekers interact with the powers responsible with maintaining existing codified laws
which control the movement of people legally permitted to enter the UK.
For those individuals who have experienced a negative decision on their asylum claim,
many of their frustrations and difficulties have been documented in this thesis. Refugees
who have been granted LLR have a greater chance of moving on with their lives. They are
obliged to leave NASS accommodation and to move into the mainstream housing and
employment benefits system, a privilege allowed to all citizens and residents of the UK. They
are thus afforded an economic opportunity, and perhaps more importantly, a measure of
security in the knowledge that they are less likely to be ordered to leave the country. For
asylum-seekers on the other hand, uncertainty, insecurity, and a feeling of existing in a
vacuum between two countries may persist for an inordinate amount of time. For
unsuccessful asylum-seekers, unable and unwilling to return to their countries of origin, a
lack of governmental support has led to destitution and exacerbated a sense of exclusion
and alienation.
My thesis has shown that there are different ways of perceiving and remembering a
notion of home. This suggests that home and belonging is not a static condition, but is
something more transitory and fluid. I described how some destitute asylum-seekers
highlighted this phenomenon when they found temporary refuge in each other's homes. A
sense of belonging and non-belonging, though neither positive nor negative in themselves,
is contingent on a host of factors, and is made and re-made on a daily basis. For those
individuals in the process of seeking asylum in Northern Ireland, a possibility of belonging
can only exist when they are treated with transparency, honesty and respect by the relevant
authorities, as well as by local people and media. To be granted the right to work as a
taxpayer in society could minimally empower them to shape the world that surrounds them,
rather than be passively controlled by it. In the context of Northern Ireland, it is worth
quoting E. Lindner (who founded a global network, Fluman Dignity and Flumiliation Studies)
when she states that 'all humans share a common ground, namely a yearning for
recognition and respect that connects them and draws them into relationships' and 'many
of the observable rifts among people may stem from humiliation that is felt when
recognition and respect are lacking' (quoted in O'Neill 2010: 51-2).

236

CONCLUSIONS

I see this thesis as an anthropological and ethnographic contribution to the study of
migration by highlighting the plight of refugees and asylum-seekers. It has looked at the
meaning of home and belonging, displacement and non-belonging from the perspective of
members of the 'refugee community' in Belfast. I noted that in this day and age, any
subjective conception of home and belonging can only be actualised with the consent and
security of the nation-state. The voices of these new guests and residents have much to
teach us all about values and priorities. In my estimation, what makes this thesis both
important and useful is to a large extent owing to its contribution to this understanding, by
giving voice to these guests and attempting to elucidate their meaning to a wider audience
(see Farrell and Mitchell 2012). Political science, international relations and migration
studies, provide an overview to the key concepts and issues in the development of
immigration and asylum policy, and reflect the multidisciplinary nature of asylum studies.
Asylum has become a major political issue in the UK and Europe. Sustained empirical
research in this field enables a more nuanced approach in counteracting negative discourses
fuelled by populist media accounts and misunderstanding. It is my hope that the detailed
and informed considerations contained in my thesis might assist in directing future public
policy-making.
Immigration and asylum issues continue to divide public opinion throughout the UK.
Circumstances change, and national identity and culture should evolve and not stay rooted
in the past. Further empirical research among refugees and asylum-seekers in Northern
Ireland can reveal the ways in which people from diverse cultural backgrounds share much
in common. From these observations, new modes of interculturalism can be seen to
supersede negative aspects of the debates surrounding discourses of multiculturalism in the
UK. My thesis has shown that future research could bifurcate into two separate trajectories.
First, refugees have become new residents who have been granted the opportunity to start
a new life in a country of safety. Refugees with Limited Leave to Remain status are thus
legally entitled to move around freely, to seek employment or to become self-employed,
and in some cases are eligible for family reunion.
Asylum-seekers on the other hand are faced with a unique set of challenges before they
can look to the future with any confidence. In the process of actively seeking asylum within
the borders of the UK, they are denied access to the 'job market' and mainstream social
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security benefits. In addition to such practical difficulties, asylum-seekers constantly live in
fear of destitution, incarceration in a detention centre, of deportation, and other
insecurities. Furthermore, my arguments point to the possibilities of studying the formation
of new and nascent ethnic community groups which are in the process of being formed and
established in Belfast. Building on the dual processes of individual agency and group
membership that have been elucidated throughout my thesis, it would be of significant
interest and value to follow the life stories of refugees and asylum-seekers as they continue
to try and progress within local, as well as national society.
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APPENDIX ONE

DRAMATIS PERSONAE
Sudan
Abar

117, 166

Abe

74

Adel

78, 169

Andy

75

Ashe

114

Asam

171, 198

Assan

117, 166

Aymar

151

Bibi

74, 174-5

Eaman

101, 196

Eddie

29, 80, 101, 134, 153, 170, 172, 196

Hady

154

Hamman

221

Mamir

151

Moali

79, 114, 155, 169, 177, 196

Morris

37, 77, 79, 102, 118, 120, 135, 137, 161, 169, 196-8

Sadir

168

Sumed

162, 186

Taman

188

Somalia
Adeh

82, 103

Asif

81, 105-8, 139, 173, 214

239

APPENDICES

Haddi

216

Hammy

117, 214

Mali]

139

Suzi

154

Zahir

82

Zimbabwe
Greg

85, 164, 205

Hilary

37, 45, 83, 112

Duncan

36, 84

Teresa

167

Tina

47, 221

Vincent

84, 176, 190, 206

Iran
Amma

90

Ell!

90, 112, 195, 205

Fada

89, 94

Helen

89, 94, 195

Zera

155

Eritrea
Alzar

91, 108- 110

Haanuk

223

Terry

162

Yolanda

194

Others
Bijoon

(Kuwait)

152

Derek

(Kenya)

38, 44, 86-9, 112, 149, 177, 201, 204, 217-220
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Jeffrey

(Ivory Coast)

41, 43, 142, 193, 199

Kaymo

(Kuwait)

123

Khalid

(Liberia)

119

Lorraine (Cameroon)

132

Milli

212-4

(D.R. Congo)

Organisations
Melanie

(INP)

140, 188

Mary

(NICRAS)

14, 110, 149

Phil

(Red Cross)

110, 186, 189, 220

Tim

(NICRAS)

183-4

Dramatis Personae total: 48
Countries 11: Africa 9, Middle East 2
Sudan

19

Somalia

7

Zimbabwe

6

Eritrea

4

Kenya

1

Ivory Coast

1

Cameroon

1

D.R. Congo

1

Liberia

1

Iran

5

Kuwait

2

241

APPENDICES

Representativeness
Age:
Teenagers

1

20's

24

30's

17

40's

5

50's

1

Status:
Single

41

Family (married) in Belfast
Family abroad

(married)

4
3

Male

36

Female

12
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APPENDIX TWO Asylum seeker's routes to Northern Ireland
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APPENDIX THREE
Claiming asylum in Belfast, Northern Ireland.
Bryson One Stop Service fax applications to UKBA/Home Office at Drumkeen House
Screening Interview: establish identity, nationality, whether another country should be
considering the application (Dublin Regulation is the Convention determining the state
responsible for examining applications for asylum lodged in one of the Member States of
the European Communities (Ghanea 2007: 130)).
National Asylum Support Service (NASS) provides accommodation and cash support (see
Appendix 2)
Substantive Asylum Interview

Refugee status granted:
Limited Leave to Remain (LLR) for five years: rights to family reunion, access to benefits,
right to work.
After five years can apply for Indefinite Leave to Remain (ILR), subject to Active Review
Can apply for citizenship/naturalisation as a UK citizen

Unsuccessful applicants:
Not permitted to work
First Tier Appeal at Immigration Court
Second Tier Appeal to Upper Tribunal
Refused: risk of detention and forced removal, expected to make arrangements to leave
Options:
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1.

Fresh Claim

2. Voluntary Assisted Return (VAR) with Refugee Action (replaced International
Organisation for Migration (IOM) 2011).

Hardship Support known as Section 4: emergency accommodation and £35 per week with
pre-paid cards
May lose all asylum support: face destitution, forced to live on charity handouts/personal
contacts. Bryson, NICRAS and Red Cross can provide limited assistance.
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APPENDIX FOUR
Weekly allowances at January 2012:
A couple..............................................£75.52
A lone parent.................................... £43.94
A single person aged 18, or over...£36.62

From April 2010 to end of March 2011 there were 202 main applicants (137 male and 65
female) with 91 dependents.
Numbers continue to rise slightly, and by February 2012 Bryson had already processed 220
main applications since January 2011. There were 90 families with 274 members and 63
single people on asylum cash support and accommodation (the number of applications for
asylum support in the UK in 2010 was 11,600, a 24% decrease from 2009).
The asylum applications forwarded by Bryson in 2010-11 were from a number of countries:
59 Somalia
35 Sudan
27 China
15 Iran
11 Nigeria
9 Zimbabwe
46 others (e.g. Kuwait, Palestine, Ivory Coast, Cameroon, DRCongo, South Africa, Malawi,
Eritrea)
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www.migrationobservarory/migration to the UK: asylum 2011

Figure 4

Asylum initial decisions, 1987-2010
Chart provided by www.miflrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk
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Figure 5

Asylum outcomes by cohort, 2004-2010 (as of May 2011) HUH
Chart provided by www.miQrabonobservatory.ox.ac.uk
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Figure 7

Top 10 nationalities, UK Asylum Applicants, 2010
Chart provided by www.miQrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk

Source : Home Office

Figure 8

Asylum claims in UK & Europe: 1998-2010
Chart provided by www.miQrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk
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Ethical Guidelines for Good Research Practice (pages 1-9)
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ASA Ethics
Ethical Guidelines for Good Research Practice
Preamble
Social anthropologists carry out their professional research in many places around the world; some
where they are 'at home' and others where they are in some way 'foreign'. Anthropological
scholarship occurs within a variety of economic, cultural, legal and political settings. As
professionals and as citizens, they need to consider the effects of their involvement with, and
consequences of their work for; the individuals and groups among whom they do their fieldwork
(their research participants or 'subjects'); their colleagues and the discipline, and collaborating
researchers; sponsors, funders, employers and gatekeepers; their own and host governments; and
other interest groups and the wider society in the countries in which they work.
Anthropologists, like other social researchers, are faced increasingly with competing duties,
obligations and conflicts of interest, with the need to make implicit or explicit choices between
values and between the interests of different individuals and groups. Ethical and legal dilemmas
occur at all stages of research - in the selection of topic, area or population, choice of sponsor and
source of funding, in negotiating access, making 'research bargains' and during the research itself
conducting fieldwork, in the interpretation and analysis of results and in the publication of
findings and the disposal of data. Anthropologists have a responsibility to anticipate problems and
insofar as is possible to resolve them without harming the research participants or the scholarly
community. They should do their utmost to ensure that they leave a research field in a state which
permits future access by other researchers. As members of a discipline committed to the pursuit of
knowledge and the public disclosure of findings, they should strive to maintain integrity in the
conduct of anthropological research.
To these ends the Association has adopted the following set of ethical guidelines to which
individual ASA Members should subscribe. They follow the educational model for professional
codes, aiming to alert researchers to issues that raise ethical concerns or to potential problems and
conflicts of interests that might arise in the research process. They are intended to provide a
practical framework for Members to make informed decisions about their own behaviour and
involvement, and to help them communicate their professional positions more clearly to the other
parties involved in or affected by their research activities.

1. Relations With and Responsibilities Towards Research Participants
The close and often lengthy association of anthropologists with the people among whom they
carry out research entails personal and moral relationships, trust and reciprocity between the
researcher and research participants; it also entails a recognition of power differentials between
them.
(1) Protecting research participants and honouring trust: Anthropologists should
endeavour to protect the physical, social and psychological well-being of those whom
they study and to respect their rights, interests, sensitivities and privacy:

ittp://www.theasa.org/ethies/guidelmes.shtml

25/11/2013

Page 2 of9

Ethical Guidelines
(a) Most anthropologists would maintain that their paramount obligation
is to their research participants and that when there is conflict, the
interests and rights of those studied should come first;
(b) Under some research conditions, particularly those involving contract
research, it may not be possible to fully guarantee research participants'
interests. In such cases anthropologists would be well-advised to consider
in advance whether they should pursue that particular piece of research.
(2) Anticipating harms: Anthropologists should be sensitive to the possible
consequences of their work and should endeavour to guard against predictably
harmful effects. Consent from subjects does not absolve anthropologists from their
obligation to protect research participants as far as possible against the potentially
harmful effects of research:
(a) The researcher should try to minimise disturbances both to subjects
themselves and to the subjects' relationships with their environment.
Even though research participants may be immediately protected by the
device of anonymity, the researcher should try to anticipate the long-term
effects on individuals or groups as a result of the research;
(b) Anthropologists may sometimes be better placed than (at the least,
some of) their informants to anticipate the possible repercussions of their
research both for the immediate participants and for other members of the
research population or the wider society. In certain political contexts,
some groups, for example, religious or ethnic minorities, may be
particularly vulnerable and it may be necessary to withhold data from
publication or even to refrain from studying them at all.
(3) Avoiding undue intrusion: Anthropologists should be aware of the intrusive
potential of some of their enquiries and methods:
(a) hike other social researchers, they have no special entitlement to
study all phenomena; and the advancement of knowledge and the pursuit
of information are not in themselves sufficient justifications for
overriding the values and ignoring the interests of those studied;
(b) They should be aware that for research participants becoming the
subject of anthropological description and interpretations can be a
welcome experience, but it can also be a disturbing one. In many of the
social scientific enquiries that have caused controversy this has not arisen
because participants have suffered directly or indirectly any actual harm.
Rather, the concern has resulted from participants' feelings of having
suffered an intrusion into private and personal domains, or of having
been wronged, (for example, by having been caused to acquire selfknowledge which they did not seek or want).
(4) Negotiating informed consent: Following the precedent set by the Nuremberg
Trials and the constitutional laws of many countries, inquiries involving human
subjects should be based on the freely given informed consent of subjects. The
principle of informed consent expresses the belief in the need for truthful and
respectful exchanges between social researchers and the people whom they study.
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(a) Negotiating consent entails communicating information likely to be
material to a person's willingness to participate, such as: - the purposc(s)
of the study, and the anticipated consequences of the research; the
identity of funders and sponsors; the anticipated uses of the data; possible
r
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participants; issues relating to data storage and security; and the degree of
anonymity and confidentiality which may be afforded to informants and
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(b) Conditions which constitute an absence of consent: consent made
after the research is completed is not meaningful consent at all. Further,
the persons studied must have the legal capacity to give consent. Where
subjects arc legally compelled (e.g., by their employer or government) to
participate in a piece of research, consent cannot be said to have been
meaningfully given by subjects, and anthropologists are advised not to
pursue that piece of work.
(c) Consent in research is a process, not a one-off event, and may require
renegotiation over time; it is an issue to which the anthropologist should
return periodically.
(d) When technical data-gathering devices such as audio/visual-recorders
and photographic records are being used those studied should be made
aware of the capacities of such devices and be free to reject their use.
(e) When information is being collected from proxies, care should be
taken not to infringe the ’private space1 of the subject or the relationship
between subject and proxy; and if there are indications that the person
concerned would object to certain information being disclosed, such
information should not be sought by proxy;
(f) The long period over which anthropologists make use of their data and
the possibility that unforeseen uses or theoretical interests may arise in
the future may need to be conveyed to participants, as should any
likelihood that the data may be shared (in some form) with other
colleagues or be made available to sponsors, funders or other interested
parties, or deposited in archives.
(5) Rights to confidentiality and anonymity: informants and other research
participants should have the right to remain anonymous and to have their rights to
privacy and confidentiality respected. However, privacy and confidentiality present
anthropologists with particularly difficult problems given the cultural and legal
variations between societies and the various ways in which the real interests or
research role of the ethnographer may not fully be realised by some or all of
participants or may even become &quot;invisible&quot; over time:

(a) Care should be taken not to infringe uninvited upon the 'private
space' (as locally defined) of an individual or group;
(b) As far as is possible researchers should anticipate potential threats to
confidentiality and anonymity. They should consider whether it is
necessary to even a matter of propriety to record certain information at
all; should lake appropriate measures relating to the storage and security
of records during and after fieldwork; and should use where appropriate
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such means as the removal of identifiers, the use of pseudonyms and
other technical solutions to the problems of privacy in field records and
in oral and written forms of data dissemination (whether or not this is
enjoined by law or administrative regulation);
(c) Researchers should endeavour to anticipate problems likely to
compromise anonymity; but they should make clear to participants that it
may not be possible in field notes and other records or publications
totally to conceal identities, and that the anonymity afforded or promised
to individuals, families or other groups may also be unintentionally
compromised. A particular configuration of attributes can frequently
identify an individual beyond reasonable doubt; and it is particularly
difficult to disguise, say, office-holders, organizations, public agencies,
ethnic groups, religious denominations or other collectivities without so
distorting the data as to compromise scholarly accuracy and integrity;
(d) If guarantees of privacy and confidentiality are made, they must be
honoured unless they are clear and over-riding ethical reasons not to do
so. Confidential information must be treated as such by the
anthropologist even when it enjoys no legal protection or privilege, and
other people who have access to the data should be made aware of their
obligations likewise; but participants should be made aware that it is
rarely, if at all, legally possible to ensure total confidentiality or to protect
the privacy of records;
(e) Anthropologists should similarly respect the measures taken by other
researchers to maintain the anonymity of their research field and
participants.
(6) Fair return for assistance: There should be no economic exploitation of
individual informants, translators and research participants; fair return should be
made for their help and services.
(7) Participants' intellectual property rights: It should be recognised that research
participants have contractual and/or legal, interests and rights in data, recordings and
publications, although rights will vary according to agreements and legal jurisdiction.
(a) It is the obligation of the interviewer to inform the interviewee of
their rights under any copyright or data protection laws of the country
where research takes place, and the interviewer must indicate beforehand
any uses to which the interview is likely to be put (e.g., research,
educational use, publication, broadcasting etc).
(b) Under the UK Copyright Act (1988), researchers making audio or
video recordings must obtain 'copyright clearance' from interviewees if
recordings are to be publicly broadcast or deposited in public archives.
Any restrictions on use (e.g., time period) or other conditions (e.g.,
preservation of anonymity) which the interviewee requires should be
recorded in writing. This is best done at the time of the interview, using a
standard form. Retrospective clearance is often time-consuming or
impossible where the interviewee is deceased or has moved away.
(c) Interviewers should clarify before interviewing the extent to which
subjects are allowed to see transcripts of interviews and fieldnotes and to
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alter the content, withdraw statements, to provide additional information
or to add glosses on interpretations.
(d) Clarification must also be given to subjects regarding the degree to
which they will be consulted prior to publication.
(8) Participants' involvement in research: As far as is possible anthropologists
should try and involve the people being studied in the planning and execution of
research projects, and they should recognise that their obligations to the participants
or the host community may not end (indeed should not end, many would argue) with
the completion of their fieldwork or research project.

II. Relations With and Responsibilities Towards Sponsors, Funders and
Employers
Anthropologists should attempt to ensure that sponsors, funders and employers appreciate the
obligations that they have not only to them, but also to research participants, and to professional
colleagues.
(1) Clarifying roles, rights and obligations: Anthropologists should clarify in
advance the respective roles, rights and obligations of sponsor, funder, employer and
researcher:
(a) They should be careful not to promise or imply acceptance of
conditions which would be contrary to professional ethics or competing
commitments. Where conflicts seem likely, they should refer sponsors or
other interested parties to the relevant portions of the professional
guidelines;
(b) Anthropologists who work in non-academic settings should be
particularly aware of likely constraints on research and publication and of
the potentiality for conflict between the aims of the employer, funder or
sponsor and the interests of the people studied;
(c) Where some or all of the research participants are also acting as
sponsors and/or funders of the research the potential for conflict between
their different roles and interests should be made clear to them.
(2) Obligations to sponsors, funders and employers: Anthropologists should
recognise their general and specific obligations to sponsors, funders and employers
whether these are contractually defined or are only the subject of informal, and often
unwritten, agreements. In particular:
(a) They should be honest about their qualifications and expertise, the
limitations, advantages and disadvantages of their methods and data, and
they should acknowledge the necessity for discretion with confidential
information provided by sponsors and employers;
(b) They should not conceal personal or other factors which might affect
the satisfactory conduct or completion of the proposed research project or
contract.
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(3) Negotiating 'research space': Anthropologists should be careful to clarify,
preferably in advance of signing contracts or starting their research, matters relating
to their professional domain and to control over the research project and its products:
(a) They are entitled to full disclosure of the sources of funds, personnel,
aims of the institution, the purpose(s) of the research project and the
disposition of research results;
(b) They are entitled to expect from a sponsor, funder or employer a
respect for their professional expertise and for the integrity of the data,
whether or not these obligations are incorporated in formal contracts.
Even when contractual obligations may necessitate the guarding of
privileged information, the methods and procedures that have been
utilised to produce the published data should not be kept confidential;
(c) They should pay particular attention to matters such as: - their ability
to protect the rights and interests of research participants; their ability to
make all ethical decisions in their research; and their (and other parties')
rights in data collected, in publications, copyright and royalties.
(4) Relations with gatekeepers: Where access to subjects is controlled by a national
or local 'gatekeeper', researchers should not devolve their responsibilities onto the
gatekeeper. Whilst respecting gatekeepers' legitimate interests, researchers should
adhere to the principle of obtaining informed consent directly from subjects once
access has been gained. They should be wary of inadvertently disturbing the
relationship between subjects and gatekeepers since that will continue long after the
researcher has left the field.

III. Relations With, and Responsibilities Towards, Colleagues and the
Discipline
Anthropologists derive their status and certain privileges of access to research participants and to
data not only by virtue of their personal standing but also by virtue of their professional
citizenship. In acknowledging membership of a wider anthropological community anthropologists
owe various obligations to that community and can expect consideration from it.
(1) Individual responsibility: Anthropologists bear responsibility or the good
reputation of the discipline and its practitioners. In considering their methods,
procedures, content and reporting of their enquiries, behaviour in the field and
relations with research participants and field assistants they should therefore try to
ensure that their activities will not jeopardize future research.
(2) Conflicts of interest and consideration for colleagues: That there may be
conflicts of interest (professional and political) between the anthropologists,
particularly between visiting the local researchers and especially when cross-national
research is involved, should be recognised:
(a) Consideration for and consultation with anthropologists who have
worked or are working in the proposed research setting is advisable and
is also a professional courtesy. In particular the vulnerability of long-term
research projects to intrusion should be recognised;
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(b) In cross-national research, consideration should be given to the
interests of local scholars and researchers, to the problems that may result
from matters such as the disparities in resources available to visiting
researcher, and to problems of equity in collaboration. As far as is
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local anthropologists and scholars in their research activities but should
be alert to the potential for harm that such collaboration might entail in
some contexts.
(3) Sharing research materials: Anthropologists should give consideration to ways
in which research data and findings can be shared with colleagues and with research
participants:
(a) Research findings, publications and, where feasible, data should be
made available in the country where the research took place. If necessary,
it should be translated into the national or local language. Researchers
should be alert, though, to the harm to research participants, collaborators
and local colleagues that might arise from total or even partial disclosure
of raw or processed data or from revelations of their involvement in the
research project;
(b) Where the sharing with colleagues of raw, or even processed, data or
their (voluntary or obligatory) deposition in data archives or libraries is
envisaged, care should be taken not to breach privacy and guarantees of
confidentiality and anonymity, and appropriate safeguards should be
devised.
(4) Collaborative and team research: In some cases anthropologists will need to
collaborate with researchers in other disciplines, as well as with research and field
assistants, clerical staff, students etcetera. In such cases they should make clear their
own ethical and professional obligations and similarly take account of the ethical
principles of their collaborators. Care should be taken to clarify roles, rights and
obligations of team members in relation to matters such as the division of labour,
responsibilities, access to and rights in data and ficldnotes, publication, co-authorship,
professional liability, etcetera.
(5) Responsibilities towards research students and field assistants: Academic
supervisors and project directors should ensure that students and assistants are aware
of the ethical guidelines and should discuss with them potential (as well as actual)
problems which may arise during fieldwork or writing-up.

f V Relations W ith Own and .Host Governments
Anthropologists should be honest and candid in their relations with their own and host
governments.
(1) Conditions of access: Researchers should seek assurance that they will not be
required to compromise their professional and scholarly responsibilities as a condition
of being granted research access.
(2) Cross-national research: Research conducted outside one’s own country raises
special ethical and political issues, relating to personal and national disparities in
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wealth, power, the legal status of the researcher, political interest and national
political systems:
(a) Anthropologists should bear in mind the differences between the civil
and legal, and often the financial, position of national and foreign
researchers and scholars;
(b) They should be aw^are that irresponsible actions by a researcher or
research team may jeopardise access to a research setting or even to a
whole country for other researchers, both anthropologists and non
anthropologists.
(3) Open research: Anthropologists owe a responsibility to their colleagues around
the world and to the discipline as a whole not to use their anthropological role as a
cover for clandestine research or activities.
(4) Legal and administrative constraints: Anthropologists should note that there
may be a number of national laws or administrative regulations which may affect the
conduct of their research, matters pertaining to data dissemination and storage,
publication, rights of research subjects, of sponsors and employers, etcetera. They
should also remember that, save in a very few exceptional circumstances, social
research data are not privileged under law and may be subject to legal subpoena. Such
laws vary by jurisdiction. Some which may have consequences for research and
publication in the U.K. are, for example, the Data Protection Act, law of confidence.
Race Relations Act. defamation law's, copyright law, law of contract, and the Official
Secrets Act; in the U.S.A. particularly important are the federal regulations governing
human subjects’ research, the Privacy Act, the Freedom of Information Act and the
Copyright Act.

V. Responsibilities to the Wider Society
Anthropologists also have responsibilities towards other members of the public and wider society.
They depend upon the confidence of the public and they should in their work attempt to promote
and preserve such confidence without exaggerating the accuracy or explanatory power of their
findings.
(1) Widening the scope of social research: Anthropologists should use the
possibilities open to them to extend the scope of social inquiry, and to communicate
their findings, for the benefit of the widest possible community. Anthropologists are
most likely to avoid restrictions being placed on their work when they are able to
stipulate in advance the issues over which they should maintain control; the greatest
problems seem to emerge when such issues remain unresolved until the data are
collected or the findings emerge.
(2) Considering conflicting interests: Social inquiry is predicated on the belief that
greater access to well-founded information will serve rather than threaten the interests
of society:
(a) Nonetheless, in planning all phases of an inquiry, from design to
presentation of findings, anthropologists should also consider the likely
consequences for the wider society, groups within it, and possible future
research, as well as for members of the research population not directly
involved in the study and the immediate research participants;
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(b) That information can be misconstrued or misused is not in itself a
convincing argument against its collection and dissemination. All
information is subject to misuse; and no information is devoid of possible
harm to one interest or another. Individuals may be harmed by their
participation in social inquiries, or group interests may be harmed by
certain findings. Researchers are usually not in a position to prevent
action based on their findings; but they should, however, attempt to pre
empt likely misinterpretations and to counteract them when they occur.
(3) Maintaining professional and scholarly integrity: Research can never be
entirely objective - the selection of topics may reflect a bias in favour of certain
cultural or personal values; the employment base of the researcher, the source of
funding a various other factors may impose certain priorities, obligations and
prohibitions - but anthropologists should strive for objectivity and be open about
known banders to its achievement:
(a) Anthropologists should not engage or collude in selecting methods
designed to produce misleading results, or in misrepresenting findings by
commission or omission;
(b) When it is likely that research findings will bear upon public policy
and opinion anthropologists should be careful to state the significant
limitations on their findings and interpretations.

Epilogue
The reputation of anthropological research will inevitably depend less on what professional bodies
assert about their ethical norms than on the conduct of individual researchers. These guidelines are
aimed at helping anthropologists to reach an equitable and satisfactory resolution of their
dilemmas. This statement of ideals does not impose a rigid set of rules backed by institutional
sanctions, given the variations in both individuals' moral precepts and the conditions under which
they work. Guidelines cannot resolve difficulties in a vacuum nor allocate greater priority to one
of the principles than another. Instead, they are aimed at educating anthropologists, sensitizing
them to the potential sources of ethical conflict and dilemmas that may arise in research,
scholarship and professional practice, at being informative and descriptive rather than
authoritarian or prescriptive. They aim to ensure that where a departure from the principles is
contemplated or where the privileging of one group or interested patty or parties is deemed
situationally or legally necessary, the researcher's decisions should be based on foresight and
informed deliberation.
The Ethical Guidelines for Good Research Practice were adopted by the Association at its
Annual Business Meeting in March 1999.
As the copyright holder, the ASA allows these guidelines to be photocopied and distributed
in unaltered form for educational purposes.
For printing out these Ethical Guidelines we recommend you use the Adobe Acrobat Version by
clicking here (pdf)
If you would like to read the original ASA Guidelines of 1987 please click here
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History and Anthropology Research Ethics Committee
Application to Conduct Research Form
The History and Anthropology Research Ethics Committee (REC) recommends policies and mom tors their
implementation, on the use of human beings as subjects for physical, mental, and social research. Protocols
for the use of human subjects in research, whether funded internally or externally, must be approved by the
(PEC) or in accordance with REC policies and procedures pnor to the implementation of the human
subject protocol. Violation of procedures and approved protocols can result in the loss of funding from the
sponsoring agency or the Queen’s University Belfast and may be interpreted as scientific misconduct. (See
Research Policy Office http://www.qub.ac.uk/rrsAvebpages/research~govemance.htm)

Supply the information requested in items 1 -14 as appropriate. Type entries in the spaces provided
using additional pages as needed. In accordance with School policy, submit the original, signed copy
of this completed protocol form and all attached materials to your ERC subject area postgraduate
coordinator:
Jesse Bering: Institute of Cognition and Culture; email i.bering A.qub.ac.uk; phone +1170
Lisette Josephides: Anthropology; email Liosephidesr/ qub.ac.uk; phone +3702
Peter Gray: History; email o h.grav g qub.ac.uk; phone +3433
Dominic Bryan: Institute of Irish Studies; email d.brvan@qub.ac.uk; phone +3232

1 Title of Project: Concepts of displacement and home: seeking asylum and becoming a refugee
among the host community of Northern Ireland.

2.

(Students must have a staff member supervise the research. The staff member must sign this
form and all researchers and the staff advisor should provide a campus phone number.)
Name

Subject Area

Principal Researcher Malcolm Franklin
mfranklin01@qub.ac.uk

Email Address

Asylum-seekers and refugees

Co-R.esearcher
Co-Researcher
Co-Researcher
Staff Advisor

3.

Researcher(s) status. Tick one.
_ Staff

4.

Prof Lisette Josephides

x Postgraduate Student(s) _ Undergraduate Student(s) _ Other

Project type. Tick one.
Staff'Research x Thesis / Dissertation

Class Project _ Independent Study _ Honours Project

- 1 -

5

Is the project receiving esterniil funding?
No

6

x Yes. Specify die source of funds

DEL

Brief description of the purpose of proposed research and all procedures involving people.
Be specific. Use additional pages if needed. (Do not send thesis or dissertation proposals.)
Purpose of research:

To understand what it means to be in the situation of an individual seeking asylum in the
divided communities of Belfast, or for someone who has achieved refugee status and is in the
process of integrating into the local society. The research will then examine what the concept of
home, belonging, and non-helonging means for such a uniquely situated group of people in
order to improve understanding of their predicament in relation to existing integration policies.

Procedures involving people:
1 w ill he attending various integration projects within Belfast and talking to the people who
facilitate these meetings. I will he conversing with asylum-seekers and refugees on an informal
basis at the Northern Ireland Community of Refugees and Asylum-seekers building in south
Belfast. At this venue I will be interacting w ith the permanent staff members, as w ell as
continuing in my role as voluntary English language teacher.

7. Estimated number of participants (complete all that apply)
Children under 14

_ Children 14-17

___at least 75 students from
Queen’s University Belfast
and/or adults from Northern
Ireland

__Adult/ non-students

Not applicable ( fieldwork)
8. Anticipated dates for contact with participants:
First Contact: April 2010

9

Last Contact: September 2011

informed Consent procedures: The following information must be included in any procedure:
identification of researcher, institutional affiliation and contact information; identification of
Compliance Officer and contact information; purpose of the research, expected duration of the
subject's participation; description of procedures; risks and/or benefits; how confidentiality will be
ensured; that participation is voluntary and that refusal to participate will involve no penalty or
loss of benefits to which the subject is otherwise entitled. See Policies and Procedures
Governing Research with Human Subjects, section 5.0 Requirements for Consent.
x Signed informed consent will be obtained. Attach copy of form.
-x other method (e.g., implied consent). Please explain on attached sheet
~ Not applicable to this project. Please explain on attached sheet

10. Confidentiality of Data: All data collected that can be associated with a subject/respondent must
remain confidential. Describe the methods to be used to ensure the confidentiality of data
obtained.
All field notes will remain in my personal possession and/or in my house in Belfast. I do not foresee
using recording equipment.

11 Risks and/or Benefits:
Risks:

Will participants in the research be exposed to more tlian minimal risk?
Yes X No
(Minimal risk is defined as risks of hann not greater, considering probability’ and
magnitude, than those ordinarily encountered in daily life or dining the performance of
routine physical or psychological examinations or tests. Describe any such risks or
discomforts associated with the study and precautions that will be taken to minimize
them.)

Benefits: Other than the contribution of new knowledge, describe the benefits of this research for
participants who complete the study.
I will offer hospitality and friendship to my research group in order to make them feel welcome and to
help them settle into a new and challenging environment.

12. Tick all of the following that apply to the proposed research Supply the requested
information below or on attached sheets:
A. Deception of or withholding information from participants. Justify the use of deception
or die withholding of information Describe the debriefing procedure: how and when
will die subject be informed of the deception and/or the information withheld?
B. Medical clearance necessary prior to participation. Describe the procedures and note the
safety precautions to be taken.
C. Samples (blood, tissue, etc.) from participants. Describe the procedures and note the
safety precautions to be taken.
D. Administration of substances (foods, drugs, etc.) to participants. Describe the procedures
and note the safety precautions to be taken.
E. Physical exercise or conditioning for subjects. Describe the procedures and note the
safety precautions to be taken.
F. Research involving children. How wdl informed consent from parents or legally
authorized representatives as well as from subjects be obtained')
G. Research involving pregnant women or foetuses. How will infonned consent be obtained
from botii paren ts of the foetus?
H. Research involving participants in institutions (cognitive impainnents, prisoners, etc.).
Specify7 agencies or mstitutions involved. Attach letters of approval. Letters must be on
letterhead with original signature; electronic transmission is acceptable.
1. Research approved by a research ethics committee at another institution. Specify'
agencies or institutions involved. Attach letters of approval. Letters must be on
letterhead with original signature; electronic transmission is acceptable.

-3 -

13 Checklist for Attachments
The following are attached:
_xConsent form (if applicable) or (see below' for informed consent)
x Letter to participants, written instructions, and/or script of oral protocols indicating clearly tire
infomtation in item #9.
Letter(s) of approval from cooperating institution(s) and/or other REC approvals (if applicable)
Data collection materials (e.g., surveys, questionnaires, etc.)

14. Signatures
IAve agree to provide the proper supervision of dus project to insure drat the rights and welfare of
the human subjects/respondents are protected. I/we will report any adverse reactions to the
committee. Additions to or changes in research procedures after the project has been approved
will be submitted to the committee for review. lAve agree to request renewal of approval for airy
project when subject/respondent contact continues for more than 18 months.
Principal Researcher
Co-Researcher

W) ■ fr rv i&I;-.._______________________________________
__________________________________________________________

Date
Date

Co-Researcher
Stall Advisor

Date 30.03.201 (

Date 30.03.2010

AW

-

4

-

PROTOCOL APPROVAL FORM
School of History and Anthropology Research Ethics Committee (REC) Use Only

Recommended Review Status
REC can approve as exempt because this research fits in the following category of research as described
in the Policy on the Ethical Approval of Research (Cite reasons for exempt status):

Signature of the REC Subject Area Postgraduate Coordinator
Date
******>)«**** ***********9|e**********3}«5t:»!c**4iJic**)f:j)c^*5|« 5}:^

5k****** *******

Expedited Review by a designated member of the REC because this research fits in the following
category of research as described in the Policy on the Ethical Approval of Research:

Signature of the REC Subj ect Area Postgraduate Coordinator
Date
****************************************************** ****************************** *5}. £
Requires Full Review by the REC because this research fits in the following category of research as
described in Policy on the Ethical Approval ofResearch (Cite reasons for full status):

Signature of the REC Subject Area Chair

■n 3

JJK.-yn.te

01/d 1/2010

**************************************************************************************
Final Status
************************************************************* **^^.*,14^^^ *5^^*************

Approved by Full review as ensured by the Policy on the Ethical Approval of Research
http :/Avww. qub.ac.uk/iTs/webpages/ethical_apjjPftvval_policy.htm.
Signature of the REC School Chairperson_
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IMPLIED CONSENT

Title: Refugees and Asylum-seekers in Belfast
Researcher: Malcolm Franklin BA Hons MA. Queen's University Belfast. School of
Anthropology
Contact: mfranklinOl(Squb.ac.uk

Tel: 07868998718

Supervisor: Prof. Lisette Josephides l.iosephides(Squb.ac.uk Tel: 90 973876

I previously worked for more than a year with NICRAS and which included a period of
fieldwork for my MA dissertation. I will renew my implied consent form as well as
supplying an informed consent form to NICRAS and explain to that organisation in
detail how I intend to carry out a more in depth research study as part of my PhD
programme with Queen's University School of Anthropology, Belfast. In order that all
research participants (including refugees and asylum-seekers, as well as
representatives of various local NGOs) fully understand the purpose of my research
aims. I intend to explain to each and every potential participant the reasons why I
am learning about meanings of home and belonging with the refugee community in
my role as an academic social science researcher. I will also clarify that they need not
feel obliged to participate in any of the research if they do not wish to do so. Due to
the sensitive nature of my study, I do not intend to use any digital recording
equipment. I hope to conduct a series of progressive and informal interviews with
research participants as my acceptance and trust working within the refugee
community continues to develop.

INFORMED CONSENT

Title: Refugees and Asylum-seekers in Belfast
Researcher:

Malcolm Franklin BA Hons MA. Queen's University Belfast School of Anthropology

Contact: mfranklinOl(Squb.ac.uk Tel: 07868998718
Supervisor: Prof. Lisette Josephides

l.ioseDhides@qub.ac.uk Tel: 90 973876

Description: The present research investigates the challenges and issues that asylum-seekers and
refugees to Belfast experience on a regular basis. I am particularly interested in concepts of home,
belonging, displacement, and community. The research also takes into account the role played by
the various organisations that are closely linked to the refugee community.

Confidentiality: The research involving individuals is completely anonymous. I am interested in data
that elucidates a general overview of asylum-seekers and refugees to Northern Ireland. The
responses you provide during the course of this research will be kept strictly confidential, and in my
possession, or in my own house at all times. This information will not be shared with anyone outside
of the research group and your name will never be used in the final report unless permission is
clearly given.

Risks and Benefits: There are no anticipated risks to participating in this research beyond the
contribution you will be making to an important, and topical, area of social science.

Voluntary Participation: Your decision to participate in this research is completely voluntary. You
are free to withdraw from the study at any time and your decision to withdraw will bring no negative
consequences to you, or your organisation.

Informed Consent: I,___________________________________________________ (PRINT NAME) have
read the description, and understood the nature and purpose of the study. I am aware of the
potential risks, as well as the option to withdraw from the study at any time. The methods of
research have been described to me and I have asked questions about anything I do not understand.
The researcher has answered all my questions regarding the study and I believe I understand what I
will be doing. My signature below indicates that I freely approve of my participation in this study.

Signature

Date
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