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Preface

 
 
Refugeeing
 

     
The world is in disorder
The world is in chaos
The world is in disarray
The world is in, what I call, a big play
     
I would like to research it
But I do not know how
I lack a framework and an a priori design
Instead, I rely on following a practice line
     
What can I do and what can I say?
Should I be worried or should I be fey?
With a smile and without a delay
I set off for a journey of finding the way
     
While the doubts are mounting
On these (un)troubled shoulders of mine
I ponder upon my approach
And look for a sign
     
I’m happy I have Latour and Callon
And Law, Czarniawska and Mol are beside them, to compile on
While I’m trying not to be left behind
My supervisors are telling me ‘all is going to be fine’
     
Science and technology studies scholars claim
ANT and mobile ethnology are the key
To achieve, what I call, a way to study
An object in the making and shifts in reality



     
I’m following an object out in the field
To understand what it is in different spaces and times
Sometimes, it’s an armband, a sound or a silhouette
At other times, it’s a victim of a cold-hearted market
     
Here, it’s graphs and statistics shown all around
There, it’s an unaccompanied minor or a terrorist to be found
It’s humanitarian, security and more issues at once
But, instead of in a plural, it’s in a multiple cadence
     
How do I organize this unstoppable flow?
Do I coordinate, distribute, aggregate or include?
I decide to do all of them and more
To understand the multiplicity of the whole
     
Things relate but do not always add up
Events occur but do not always map out
The world is multiple and instead of fragmenting it
We can hold it together by interfering in it
     
There is a wealth of knowledge
And different approaches to see
I’m not reinventing the wheel
But other opportunities to organize a refugee
     
People, practitioners, researchers, society,
Be benevolent, persistent and transparent
For it’s about not only objects, spaces and times,
But also human dignity, and human lives.
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Chapter 1: REFUGEES 
 

1.1. A Refugee World 
 

“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.” 

- Emma Lazarus (1849–1887) 

 

The world is in turmoil. Armed and deadly conflicts occurring worldwide coerce millions of people 

to leave their homes and countries in a desperate attempt to find a safe haven. The examples are 

numerous. The violence in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, Yemen, South Sudan, Myanmar, 

Ethiopia and Eritrea has resulted in increasingly large-scale displacement of the civilian population 

(UNHCR, 2017a). In addition to people fleeing violence and prosecution, Myers (1993; 1997; 

2002) claims that refugees are driven to leave their home countries by three major sources: 

population increase, sea-level rise and escalation of extreme weather events. He is not alone in his 

claims; Morrissey (2009) also points out the link between environmental change and human 

migration. Environmental destruction of human habitats forces people to move around, further 

increasing the tensions and risk of human catastrophes. It is estimated that there are millions of—

what Lester Brown of the Worldwatch Institute (Black, 2001: 2) referred to as—“environmental 

refugees” worldwide (UNHCR, 2015b; 2019a); they are particularly from already weak and 

vulnerable geographies (ibid.). 

The result of these sweltering quarrels is the biggest refugee wave since World War II (EU, 

2015). According to the European Statistical Office, the numbers of asylum applications (non-EU) 

in the 28 EU member states during the 2014-2018 period were 562,700 (2014); 1,256,600 (2015); 

1,206,000 (2016); 654,600 (2017); and 580,800 (2018) respectively (Eurostat, 2019). In 2015, at 

the peak of the so-called “refugee crisis,” Sweden alone received close to 163,000 asylum 

applications (Swedish Migration Agency, 2017). Although, during the following years, Sweden 

and Europe as a whole saw a relative decline in the number of new asylum seekers, “the effects of 

the inflows of 2015 and before continued to affect many parts of [the] society” (Swedish Migration 

Agency, 2017: 17). 
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Refugees are one of the most debated issues in society for the last several years since 2015. 

Worldwide, particularly in the Western world, refugees are a contentious topic, during elections 

for example (GlobalPost, 2017; Al Jazeera, 2018; Radio Sweden, 2018). During the debates about 

Brexit1, the election of United States President Donald Trump, and the rise of far-right parties and 

populist movements across continental Europe, refugees were one of the central issues 

(Braithwaite et al., 2018; Norris and Inglehart, 2019). Playing on old stereotypes about refugees 

and immigrants, then-candidate for the US presidency, Donald Trump, when announcing his 

ultimately successful bid ushered the following words regarding refugees approaching the United 

States' southern border with Mexico: “They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re 

rapists. And some, I assume, are good people” (TIME, 2016). Across Europe, including in Sweden, 

far-right politicians seized upon news of criminal acts committed by refugees in order to advance 

their agenda for reducing immigration quotas. Thus, refugees were equaled to rapists and 

criminals. Although there are recent studies—both in the United States (Adelman et al., 2017; 

Amuedo-Dorantes et al., 2020) and in Sweden (Brå, 2019)—that show that the link between 

immigration and crime is weak and researchers “fail to find any statistically significant evidence 

of refugee resettlements raising local arrest or offense rates” (Amuedo-Dorantes et al., 2020), 

migration and refugees remain at the top of the agenda when it comes to voting behavior and 

political attitudes. Thus, there is no doubt that refugees affect society on multiple levels. 

As of June 2019, there were 70.8 million forcibly displaced people, out of which 25.9 

million were refugees and 3.5 million people were seeking asylum (UNHCR, 2019b). As natural 

resources become ever scarcer, there is no sign that the conflicts around the world will stop. The 

latest example is the intensification of the violent conflict in Libya (Brookings, 2019). 

Additionally, environmental disasters occur ever more often (Than, 2005; Dominey-Howes, 

2015). Such developments indicate that the number of refugees is expected to grow. We are faced 

with one of the greatest challenges of our time. Our disaster relief programs, legal frameworks, 

infrastructure, housing capabilities, business models, and political systems are put to the test. Thus, 

there is a need for further research that can shed light on various aspects and dynamics related to 

refugees and the way they are treated. 

 

                                                
1 Brexit (portmanteau of "British" and "exit") was the name of the withdrawal of the United Kingdom from 
the European Union. 
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1.2. Refugees in the Making 

The phenomenon of refugees is researched by various disciplines. Particularly active in this respect 

have been researchers from political science, international relations, history, law and social 

anthropology fields. Different disciplines have enriched our understanding of refugees and their 

struggles. Bommes and Morawska (2005: 2) even claim that there is a wealth of knowledge 

regarding refugees and their various struggles, and there is an eclectic mix of approaches with 

regards to theoretical explanations. To date (May 2020), the Journal of Refugee Studies alone has 

33 volumes. 

Although previous refugee studies by various disciplines have shown different aspects 

about refugees, what is not shown is the organizing of refugees. “To organize,” according to Karl 

Weick (1979: 3), “is to assemble ongoing interdependent actions into sensible sequences that 

generate sensible outcomes.” In his The Social Psychology of Organizing, Weick (1979: 3) further 

explains that “[o]rganizing is a consensually validated grammar for reducing equivocality by 

means of sensible interlocked behaviors [...and] to assemble ongoing interdependent actions into 

sensible sequences that generate sensible outcomes.” This definition of organizing, as argued by 

Hallin et al. (2013), is very close to the meaning of the word “process,” which means taking a 

series of actions to achieve a result (Cambridge Dictionary). Thus, organizing is about a series of 

steps taken in order to achieve something: either to change it or preserve it. Following this logic, 

organizing is about how certain things are achieved or made. 

When different disciplines or practitioners2 that engage with refugees talk about refugees, 

they seem to talk about the same thing. However, I argue that they are talking about different 

things. For example, if there is an increase in health care cost, people link it to the influx of refugees 

(Brookings, 2018; OECD, 2018); or, as I mentioned earlier, if the crime rate has increased, people 

try to explain it with the increase in the number of refugee resettlements. Such analyses take the 

refugee as a variable that explains something else. I would like to conversely argue that the 

refugees are not the means by which I explain something else, but rather show how the refugees 

are made. Thus, what has been used as an explanatory variable to other things becomes a variable 

that needs to be explained. Accordingly, my research is an investigation of “refugees in the 

making.” 

                                                
2 Someone involved in a skilled job or activity (Cambridge Dictionary). 
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To do this, I will need to challenge certain assumptions. For example, there is a tendency 

to view refugees as homogeneous entities standing apart. Every time a certain discipline engages 

with refugees, it focuses on an issue (i.e. a single reality3) that refugees are for them. Sometimes, 

refugees are an economic issue, sometimes an administrative issue and at other times they are a 

logistical or a legal issue, for example. This leads to pluralism in refugee studies. In other words, 

the various refugee realities are viewed separately. Although researchers try to view refugees as a 

single entity, they end up with plural realities, i.e. heterogeneous entities standing apart. 

 One reason for this is that many in social sciences, including those in my own discipline of 

organizational studies4, have predominantly been focused on epistemology. Organizational 

scholars, including myself, are inspired by the work of Karl Weick and the way he suggested to 

study phenomena, i.e. to study processes as a way to understand various organizational 

phenomena. By saying that, instead of organization, organizing is another way to understand the 

objects of our concern, Weick (1969; 1979) introduced a “vocabulary” for this shift. Before Weick, 

philosophers such as Henri Bergson, Alfred Whitehead, William James and John Dewey also 

emphasized on the importance of processes and epistemology. However, while Weick and his 

predecessors advocated for changing epistemology, they kept the “world” (i.e. reality5) constant. 

I will attempt to change this view. Mol (2002) argues that there is a need to change the 

reality, too. Her argument is that while keeping the “world” constant (i.e. a “world” of plural 

realities), the possibilities—by changing mainly the epistemology—are limited, i.e. looking at 

various refugee realities separately misses the multiplicity and the interconnectedness that might 

be inherent in practices that organize refugees. Thus, when trying to organize such an “issue” as 

refugees, things might be dependent on each other. Multiplicity is a concept that originates from 

the work of the mathematician Bernhard Riemann and is further developed by philosophers such 

as Henri Bergson and Gilles Deleuze. My understanding of multiplicity is similar to that of Mol 

(1999; 2002). To give a definition of multiplicity, I take advantage of a Deleuzian scholar's 

description of it: 

                                                
3 Reality refers to “the state of things as they actually exist, as opposed to an idealistic or notional idea of 
them” (Oxford Dictionaries). 
4 Organizational studies is “the examination of how individuals construct organizational structures, 
processes, and practices and how these, in turn, shape social relations and create institutions that ultimately 
influence people” (Clegg and Bailey, 2008). I intentionally use the adjective organizational rather the noun 
organization to indicate that it is about processes rather than static entities. 
5 I exclude the term ontology, instead focus on reality; see chapter 4 (Enacting Refugees) for a discussion 
about this. 
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“A multiplicity is, in the most basic sense, a complex structure that does not reference a prior unity. 

Multiplicities are not parts of a greater whole that have been fragmented, and they cannot be 

considered manifold expressions of a single concept or transcendent unity. On these grounds, 

Deleuze opposes the dyad One/Many, in all of its forms, with multiplicity. Further, he insists that 

the crucial point is to consider multiplicity in its substantive form – a multiplicity – rather than as 

an adjective – as multiplicity of something.” (Roffe, 2010: 181) 

 

In general, multiplicity is a major inherent feature of society or social interaction. However, 

multiplicity is particularly important with refugees because the key to understanding the refugees' 

vulnerability hides behind it. Mol (1999) argues that it is possible to view things that seem singular 

differently. Her suggestion is to unbracket the practices that give birth to the objects of our research 

interests. She argues that, when we follow practice6, things that are viewed as singular turn 

“multiple” (i.e. heterogeneous entities that hang together7). 

Thus, by utilizing actor-network theory (ANT8), particularly Mol's (1999; 2002) version, I 

will try to alter the notion of reality and to understand the “world” differently, i.e. as a multiple 

“world” rather than a plural one. In other words, I will show that reality does not come in a plural 

form, but rather reality multiplies. Thus, refugees are multiple, i.e. they are made. Based on this 

logic, I can follow refugees and look into the practices in which they are made. If I find a way of 

doing so, I will end with a multiple refugee rather than plural refugees. Such multiplicity would 

entail that “while realities may clash at some points, elsewhere the various performances of an 

object may collaborate and even depend on one another” (Mol, 1999: 83, italics in original). A 

multiple refugee would mean different refugee realities (i.e. different objects) that hang together, 

that there are intricate relations between the various versions of a refugee. 

However, unbracketing practices entails entering the territory of Mol's (1999) “ontological 

politics”9 which is a type of politics that deals with “the way in which problems are framed, bodies 

are shaped, and lives are pushed and pulled into one shape or another” (Mol, 2002: viii). When 

realities multiply, there are always frictions or tensions (Mol, 1999; 2002). One of the main 

arguments in ANT is that institutions tend to look “stable” because they have eradicated all traces 

                                                
6 Practice refers to the processes, activities and events in which the objects of our interest are made. 
7 To hang together refers to being interconnected, to being related and dependent on one another. 
8 ANT is an approach I am going to utilize. The next chapter explains what ANT is, and its variations. 
9 In the next chapter, I will explain it in more detail. 
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of power10 battles, dehumanization and humanization and that all issues are settled (Callon and 

Latour, 1981; Latour, 1993; Latour, 2005). And, it is all about agency11 and politics; it is about 

who is being “blackboxed” (Latour, 1994) and who is not. Blackboxing is “a process that makes 

the joint production of actors and artifacts entirely opaque” (Latour, 1994: 36). The refugee is an 

“assemblage” (Latour, 2005) that is not only made of people but also made of other entities; an 

assemblage that has become a refugee. To understand the organizing of refugees, instead of starting 

from something that is “settled,” I need to find a way to disassemble this phenomenon and uncover 

what has been blackboxed, silenced or erased. It is important because, if I follow only a single 

refugee reality, such as refugees being an administrative issue for example, and ignore the rest, I 

risk losing so many other aspects. Additionally, Mol (2002) argues that the practices that achieve 

the multiple object are full of “winners” and “losers.” To avoid “big losers” and “big winners,” I 

can (a) show how reality multiplies in practices that are full of tension and interferences12 (Mol, 

1999; 2002); and (b) start appreciating and thinking of other interferences. 

Mol (2002) claims that, by viewing reality as multiple, it is possible to start discussing 

things differently. By showing that there are different versions of reality, it would be possible to 

argue that there is not only one way of understanding and organizing an issue or an object but 

rather multiple ways. Similar to Mol's (2002) way of trying to engage with medicine to better 

understand a disease or to Jensen and Sandström's (2019) engagement with a mine, instead of 

trying to investigate the truthfulness of other disciplines' engagement with refugees, I try to make 

room for a discussion about the organizing of refugees and what is at stake while doing so. Thus, 

I will theorize13 about “ontological politics” of organizing refugees. In other words, in order to 

shed light on the organizing of refugees, I investigate how different practices and different 

worldviews interact in the making of refugees and what happens in those interactions. 

                                                
10 When it comes to power, in this dissertation, I am mainly interested in the notion of “agency.” 
11 By agency, I understand the capacity of an actor to act in a given environment. 
12 “For a technical philosophical version of the notion of interference, see: M. Serres, Interférence, Paris, 
Les Éditions de Minuit, 172. For a more political mobilization of this metaphor, and others related to it, see 
Donna Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women. The Reinvention of Nature, London: Free Association 
Books, 1991.” (Mol, 1999: 89) 
13 Swedberg (2014: 1) defines theorizing or “to theorize” as “what one does to produce a theory and to 
the thought process before one is ready to consider it final.” Thus, theorizing is mainly a process while a 
theory is the final product. 
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1.3. Aims 
Arguably, this is a highly relevant and important phenomenon for our time, not least because the 

intensifying natural disasters are expected to increase the number of refugees and the need to know 

more about this phenomenon is greater than ever. Although organizational studies have neglected 

seriously engaging with refugees, by studying the organizing practices in which refugees are made, 

I will show that my discipline is well-equipped to enrich the understanding of refugees. The overall 

aim of studying these practices is 

 

to investigate the significance of understanding reality as multiple to organizing. 

 

Understanding reality as multiple is my point of departure. Stemming from it, however, I also have 

the following methodological, epistemological, ethical and political aims: 

 

● Methodological. I see potential for Mol's (2002) study to be a good framework to interfere 

with the “world”. However, metaphorically, her study takes place within the “walls” of a 

single hospital. Methodologically, I am concerned about space and time because the events 

that make refugees are “local” in terms of both. By applying her framework to study 

refugees, I will investigate how it works in a geographically dispersed space and time. By 

doing so, I will actually, in one way or another, test her framework. 

 

● Epistemological. Additionally, Mol (2002) has three main modes of ordering and a number 

of submodes (which I will explain later). My aim is not just to mimic her study but to 

further it. Thus, while utilizing her modes of ordering, I will explore what other modes and 

submodes are possible. Furthermore, instead of trying to celebrate localism over 

universalism, Mol's (2002: viii) idea is “to keep track as persistently as possible of what it 

is that alters when matters, terms, and aims travel from one place to another.” However, 

while making an argument for the importance of “space” in the practices that make the 

objects of our interests, Mol (2002) only implicitly accounts for “time.” The notion of time 

has long been a central issue in organizational studies (see Taylor, 1911; Thompson, 1967; 

Bluedorn and Denhardt, 1988; Butler, 1995; Jones et al., 2004; Bakken et al., 2013; Holt 

and Johnsen, 2019). Hence, I will explicate the importance of “time” in such practices. 
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Moreover, while Mol (2002) speaks of “space” and “time,” a multiple reality entails 

multiple “spaces” and “times.” Accordingly, I will try to further our understanding of both 

“space” and “time” by exploring the ways spaces, spacing, times and timing shape reality. 

 

● Ethical. My research aims to study the organizing of refugees by following individual 

refugees traveling from outside Europe to Sweden. My argument is that by following 

refugees as they travel and interact with others they encounter, I can understand what 

enables or disables their mobility, journeys and lives, and what is at stake in those 

“organizing attempts” (Weick, 1969; 1979). Accordingly, I aim to tell stories of individual 

refugees; through lengthy quotations, I aim to give them an arena to raise their voices. By 

revealing what refugees go through, I will show their vulnerability and, thus, humanize 

what has been dehumanized. 

 

● Political. As I argued earlier, while Weick and others keep the “world” the same, together 

with Mol (1999; 2002), Law (2004), and Mol and Law (2004), I argue that such a view 

limits the political ways of acting upon the world. Viewing the “world” as multiple 

provides me with an opportunity to open up new political ways of possible action (i.e. how 

to organize refugees). 
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Chapter 2: STUDYING REFUGEES 
 
Organizational studies encompass a wide range of approaches to study organizational phenomena. 

Many of these approaches are functionalist in nature. In functionalist approaches, “any particular 

element of an organization—such as management—should be understood in terms of how it 

contributes to the functional stability or well-being of the organization as a whole” (Hancock, 

2008: 529). From a functionalist perspective, an organization must set up a set of aims, or the so-

called functional imperatives, and then mobilize all resources to achieve those aims (ibid.). Such 

an approach is concerned mainly with effectiveness and efficiency, or the so-called logic of “homo 

economicus”; “it seeks to provide essentially rational explanations of social affairs” (Burrell and 

Morgan, 2017: 26). Functionalists see the “world” as a concrete or objective reality “out there” 

waiting to be discovered through a systematic study. They believe that the “world” is relatively 

stable and organized. Although dominant in terms of setting up strategies, visions and ambition, 

functionalists have not been concerned with the way knowledge is gained and, therefore, have 

overlooked what effects it has on the way organizing is done. In the functionalist “world”, there is 

predominantly a single epistemology and a single reality. 

However, there is another school of thought that is mainly concerned with “how one gets 

knowledge.” Oftentimes, their perspective is based on the notion of “sensemaking” which could 

be defined as “the ongoing retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize what 

people are doing” (Weick, 2008: 1404). Sensemaking can be understood as processes by which 

“people generate what they interpret” (Weick, 1995: 13). The proponents of this approach argue 

that sensemaking “is not about getting it right, but about redrafting an emerging story so that it 

becomes more comprehensive, incorporates more of the data being observed, and is more resilient 

in the face of criticism and objections... Sensemaking is not about discovery of preexisting 

meaning; instead it is about bracketing, framing, isolating cues, associating, and creating new 

events and labels” (Weick, 2008: 1405). It is an epistemologically driven approach where there 

are multiple epistemologies but a single reality. 

Refugees move around (Innes, 2015). Their travels and adaptation processes involve 

coming across a myriad of diverse organizations and individuals, and they span over different and 

dispersed spaces, and long periods of time (see Spener, 2009; Faist et al., 2013; Hernandez-Leon, 
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2013; Sørensen and Gammeltoft-Hansen, 2013). There are also weather conditions, different 

pathways to Europe—dangerous routes across the Aegean and Mediterranean Seas—various 

customs, border police and problems with finding food and shelter (see Ruthström-Ruin, 1993; 

Xiang and Lindquist, 2014; UNHCR, 2018). Thus, the “world”, which I am trying to follow, 

becomes complex (I use the word “complex” in its conventional meaning as something “involving 

a lot of different but related parts” (Cambridge Dictionary)) and difficult to follow, stretched across 

different spaces and happening at different times. 

Obviously, organizing refugees is not as easy as naïve functionalists would present it. If 

there was a single refugee reality and one way to organize it, they would have understood what a 

refugee is and acted accordingly. However, it is not as would Weick and others proponents of 

sensemaking would claim either (i.e. a perspective or a plural “world”). Weick (1979) himself 

argued that the “organizing is enacted into a fluid and complex world” (Hernes, 2008: 116). There 

are “fluidities” and “leakages” everywhere (Law, 2004), and scholars need to respond to this if 

they would like to study the ever changing, fluid, and complex world (Czarniawska, 2008). 

Scholars, such as Bruno Latour, Michel Callon, John Law, and Barbara Czarniawska, 

advocate that, in order to follow complex phenomena, I need avoid “traditional [approaches] 

bounded [...] to one place” (Czarniawska, 2004a: 774), because they cannot capture “the mobility 

inherent in contemporary organizing” (ibid.), especially when the investigated phenomenon 

encompasses both material and virtual spaces. One possible way to overcome such an obstacle is 

to employ an approach that is enabling the understanding and studying of a complex phenomenon, 

such as refugees, as processes (e.g., Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Callon and Latour, 1981; Callon, 

1986; Law, 1994; Czarniawska, 2004a, 2014b; Latour, 2005; Hernes, 2008). 

This shift, popularized by Karl Weick (1969, 1979), has amplified the importance of 

processes. Instead of studying what an organization is, organizational studies scholars have started 

to study how an “organization” is made or accomplished (see Czarniawska, 2004a, 2014b; 

Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005; Hernes, 2008; Hernes and Maitlis, 2010, Feldman et al., 2016). 

The focus has moved “from structures to processes, from organizations to organizing” 

(Czarniawska, 2006a: 1671). In other words, instead of “theory of organizations,” the focus is on 

“organization theory” because organizing encompasses much more than just formal organizations. 

Such a move away from organization and closer to organizing has allowed organization scholars 

to study more topics than just traditional organizations; for instance, complex issues such as 
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climate change (Blok, 2010; Ambrose et al., 2016). 

In such an approach, space and time are not given; they do not exist a priori (see 

Czarniawska 2004a; Hansen, 2004; Hoskin, 2004; Jones et al., 2004). Hansen (2004: 759) claims 

that “we live in a world whose features—times and spaces, for instance—are constructed.” This 

allows the understanding of spaces and times as “things that are produced and maintained in 

concrete processes” (Hansen, 2004: 764). Instead of just time and space, I will also speak of timing 

and spacing. Spacing and timing, as argued by Jones et al. (2004: 723), “relate to issues of 

knowing, organizing, mediation, engagement, alterity and absence/presence.” Humans are 

involved in the production of both space and time. Thus, “[t]he shift from time and space to timing 

and spacing is a kind of loss of innocence” (Hansen, 2004: 767) for humans. However, as Hansen 

(2004) warns, I should not, per definition, assume that space and time are 100% the making of 

humans only. Spacing and timing “forces [me] to focus on the specifics of practice and the ‘gravity’ 

of unfolding events” (Jones et al., 2004: 735). 

Adopting this shift's logic, my study follows refugees to find out what kind of forces are 

being mobilized and what kind of politics are involved in the making of refugees. By paraphrasing 

the words of Musacchio Adorisio (2014: 475), it is possible to claim that “the focus is not on 

replacing one metaphor with another [organization vs. organizing] but rather on the implications 

and possibilities provided by the use of the organizing approach.” My argument is that, by 

following practices that make refugees, I can observe how a refugee is organized in one way at 

one site at one time, while differently at another site or another time or vice versa (cf. Mol, 2002). 

In other words, at one location and time, a refugee can be seen as a “piece of paper,” while at 

another a refugee can be seen as a human being, for example. And, this might have major 

implications on the way refugees are viewed and organized. 

 

2.1. ANT and Organizational Studies 

Organizing refugees includes not only humans but also other beings and things. Scholars 

demonstrate that refugee research involves considering numerous aspects such as people, 

networks, technologies and regulations (see Spener, 2009; Hernandez-Leon, 2013; Sørensen and 

Gammeltoft-Hansen, 2013; Xiang and Lindquist, 2014; Wheatley and Gomberg-Muñoz, 2016). 

Although most of the refugee research has a main focus on humans as the main protagonists, I 
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argue that the role of non-humans in refugee studies is quite understudied. If I consider the 

technology at a border, for example, different things such as cameras, screeners and fingerprint 

machines are present; or, I can consider the white Toyota pickup truck that has turned into an 

iconic symbol of crossing the deserts and borders in Africa; or, I can consider the Chinese “One 

Belt, One Road” initiative14 that signifies not only the movement of people but also of goods across 

vast territories throughout centuries. 

What approach would allow me to study such an organizing phenomenon that involves 

things besides humans? ANT—that is renowned for its contribution to recognize the role of other 

things, besides humans, in organizing processes—is appropriate to investigate this question. ANT 

is particularly appropriate and useful because it explicitly challenges the conventional 

understanding of who or what takes part in the practices that make our objects of interest, and the 

notion of agency. In ANT, there are many different terms for those that take part in the practices: 

for example, actants, actors, macro-actors, humans and non-humans, and objects. An actant, in the 

words of Algirdas Greimas, is “that which accomplishes or undergoes an act” (Greimas and 

Courtes, 1982: 5). However, in my later analysis, I use the terminology used by Mol (2002) and 

call everything objects. I do this to emphasize that, in the outset, “reality” is flat, i.e. in the start of 

an investigation, we must not differ between objects—there are no hierarchical power structures 

such as micro, meso and macro actors. Instead, the analysis builds on the number of associations. 

And I am prepared to give epistemological agency to non-humans. This flatness implies ignoring 

hierarchies of all sorts, and this allows me to follow the actor (object) and all the objects that s/he 

encounters. Action, then, becomes an interplay between actors of all sorts. Or, as Latour (1994) 

suggests: it is not guns that shoot people nor is it people that shoot people. Instead, it is people 

with guns that shoot people. 

In ANT, instead of questions like “who is acting on what?”, the quest is to find answers to 

what and how questions (e.g., What partakes in making refugees? How is a refugee made?). The 

ANT approach enables “transcend[ing] the limits of social determinism and extend[ing] the 

research gaze towards the wider network of human and non-human associations that constitute the 

research problem” (Wong, 2016: 109). This could help address the question of how refugees are 

                                                
14 “‘The Belt and Road Initiative’ is a global development strategy adopted by the Chinese government in 
2013 involving infrastructure development and investments in nearly 70 countries and international 
organizations in Asia, Europe, and Africa” (World Bank, 2018). 
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being made and sustained through different practices, and how these practices affect the organizing 

of refugees. 

Organizational studies scholars have been active in utilizing the tools that ANT provides. 

For example, Bloomfield and Vurdubakis (1999) explored how displacement is dealt with within 

organizational studies. They relied on ANT to understand how the “other” in an organizational 

context is realized in representation. Newton (2002) used ANT to offer an alternative theoretical 

rationale on the “greening” of organizations. Through ANT, Dent (2003) explored the dynamics 

of the professional-managerial relations within the English health service. Jensen, Sandström and 

Helin (2009) used ANT to follow corporate codes of ethics as they “go to work,” and they explored 

how the codes affect moral practice. ANT helped Winiecki (2009) to “describe how some of the 

many and varied actors (both human and non-human) contribute to the day-to-day production of 

call centers and call center work in and of themselves.” Klein et al. (2017) employed ANT to 

explore the controversies when launching a new wearable device to the market to understand what 

are the issues and implications for future development of wearable and ubiquitous computing. 

Helén and Lehtimäki (2019) used ANT to theorize commercialization of innovation by exploring 

the dynamics of socio-material relations in innovation business, and to show how innovation and 

business are intertwined through translations15. Khattab et al. (2020) “theorize[d] why and how 

network utilization processes—career and work utilization of network ties—can explain 

employees' (i.e. actors) influence on their leadership advancement.” They also “explicate[d] the 

process through which actors' direct and indirect network connections (i.e. alters) contribute to 

such outcomes through both career-supporting utilization and work-supporting utilization with 

actors” (ibid.). 

In 2005, Barbara Czarniawska and Tor Hernes edited a book with a collection of articles 

that study how power emerges through organizing. The articles in the volume investigate various 

organizational phenomena by utilizing the organizing approach. By using ANT, the authors are 

able to shed light upon the importance of things in the acts of organizing. In the book, the articles 

by Lena Porsander, Kjell Tryggestad and Marcus Lindahl illustrate how a software program, a 

manufacturing system, and an engine, respectively, are things that have lives of their own and are 

important for the organizing in which they are involved. Giovan Francesco Lanzara and Michèle 

                                                
15 I will explain this concept in the next subchapter. 
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Morner also point out the vital role artifacts play in organizing open-source software projects 

(Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005). But, besides beings and things, Martha Feldman and Brian 

Pentland, and Tor Hernes demonstrate that quasi-objects such as organizational routines are also 

part of organizing (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005). Accordingly, organizing refugees can involve 

a registration process or a religion, for example. 

Besides management scholars, ANT has been used by numerous other scholars as well. 

One of them is the Dutch philosopher Annemarie Mol. In her 2010 ANT-article, Mol further 

explained the notions of actor, network and theory. However, besides these, she touched upon two 

additional notions within ANT that are not that often discussed by ANT-inspired researchers: 

ordering (or aligning) and coordination. These are two central concepts within management and 

organizational studies. However, ordering, in the vocabulary of management and organizational 

studies is called organizing (Czarniawska, 2016). Thus, ANT can be very useful when studying 

organizing phenomena. Although sociologists such as Michel Callon, Bruno Latour and John Law, 

and philosophers such as Annemarie Mol, did not intend for their texts to be related to 

organizational studies, they have contributed to the understanding of various aspects about 

organizations (cf. Czarniawska, 2009). That is perhaps why Law (1994: 1) argues that his 

Organizing Modernity book is “about organizing and ordering in the modern world. It is about 

ordering in formal organizations.” There are different ways of studying organizational phenomena 

but, as Czarniawska (2009: 155) says, “ANT has opened new venues for tired organization 

scholars.” 

Czarniawska and Hernes' (2005) collection of articles is a great example of how ANT and 

organizing go hand in hand when researching different organizational phenomena. And, 

Czarniawska (2016: 168) points out that “ANT forced the gaze of management and organization 

scholars back to technology, which has been forgotten in spite of the triumphal entrance of 

computers, digital work, and big data to work organizations.” Organizing and ANT have been very 

useful to organizational scholars to “study various aspects of organization, including technology, 

organizational change, routines, virtual organization and knowledge management” (Czarniawska 

and Hernes, 2005: back cover). Thus, ANT has its deserved place as an approach to study various 

organizational phenomena while attempting to show things that other approaches have not been 

able to show. It is, as mentioned earlier, especially suited to revisit the notions of agency and 

organization (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005) and to question that which is taken-for-granted 
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(Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Law, 2004). While traditional theories “take [agency] to be the cause 

of events and actions, … ANT takes it to be the effect or result” (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005: 

9). “[Agency] does not explain other phenomena if its emergence is not explained first” 

(Czarniawska, 2016: 168). Thus, investigating “refugees in the making” would be a way to 

understand how agency is transcribed into the object of my inquiry. 

Using ANT as an empirical approach and analytical tool could enable me to notice what 

others would have missed by brushing aside the role of the non-human things at the beginning of 

the study; it could enable me to show that those who have been considered so important are not 

that important, and those who have been disregarded so far have something to say and play a role 

in whatever is happening. Additionally, in an ANT empirical analysis, one “describes” rather than 

“explains” social activity; “the social has never explained anything; the social has to be explained 

instead” (Latour, 2005: 97). Thus, in accordance with my ethical aim, I can reveal, describe and 

elaborate on events that refugees go through (e.g., what is happening to people and what they are 

experiencing). Such an approach to challenge what is taken-for-granted can (1) provide new 

insights on the objects of our interests and enable new ways of understanding organizational 

phenomena such as organizing refugees; and (2) result in what a good study should be: a good 

story (Czarniawska, 2016). Flyvbjerg (2006) defines a “good story” as a well-written one—one 

that wards off the question, “So what?” In addition, for me, a good story is one that is important 

for our time and one that we can learn from—a story that is meaningful and gives a sense of 

urgency and despair, as well as raises hope and ethical questions. 

 

2.2. Mol's ANT 
ANT arrived in the Anglo-Saxon world in 1981 (see Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005; Czarniawska, 

2016), when the French sociologists Michel Callon and Bruno Latour published their chapter, 

“Unscrewing the Big Leviathan: How Do Actors Macrostructure Reality and How Sociologists 

Help Them to Do So”—in Karin Knorr Cetina and Aaron Cicourel's anthology, Advances in Social 

Theory and Methodology: Toward an Integration of Micro and Macro Sociologies. However, 

ANT's key concepts such as translation, transcription and inscription can be found even in Latour 

and Woolgar's (1979) Laboratory Life. In their book, Latour and Woolgar (1979) describe how 
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laboratory practitioners' activities are connected with the publication of papers, research finance 

and research prestige, and how “the daily activities of working scientists lead to the construction 

of scientific facts” (p. 40). They also indicate that “scientific facts” are made in situ (in a laboratory, 

in their case) or as they happen. This emphasizes the importance of the locality in which the events 

take place. In Unscrewing the Big Leviathan, Callon and Latour (1981) trace the emergence of a 

“Leviathan”: a macro actor made by individual actors who have formed an association and decided 

that there will be a single spokesperson to convey their wishes. 

Although influential, ANT has faced plenty of critique16. Latour (1999a: 16) himself 

announced that “there are four things that do not work with actor-network theory; the word actor, 

the word network, the word theory and the hyphen!” For me, ANT is a theoretical and 

methodological approach to social theory. Theoretically, ANT is not only a conceptual toolbox; it 

helps me theorize. ANT guides my analysis and assists me in furthering the concepts that I use. 

Although theoretically helpful, ANT is primarily epistemologically and methodologically 

important for me. Methodologically, ANT allows me to move in both time and space. I follow 

refugees as they travel; it requires considering both the localities and the times in which the 

refugees are being made. Latour (2005: 143) says that ANT is “more like the name of a pencil or 

a brush [rather] than the name of a specific shape to be drawn or painted.” 
“Actor network theory is a disparate family of material-semiotic tools, sensibilities, and methods of 

analysis that treat everything in the social and natural worlds as a continuously generated effect of 

the webs of relations within which they are located.” (Law, 2008: 141) 

 

ANT views everything in the social and natural worlds as existing in continuously altering 

networks of relationships. For ANT, everything exists within those relationships. And, those 

relationships are assumed to be simultaneously both material (between things) and semiotic 

(between concepts). ANT assumes that nothing lies outside the network of relations. Networks, as 

noted by Law (2008: 142), try to describe “the messy practices of relationality and materiality of 

the world.” Refugees would be defined within the network; they have no property outside of the 

network. They take the shape that they do by virtue of their ties with one another. Developed within 

                                                
16 As with most approaches, ANT is not without critique; it gets plenty. Some of the allegations against ANT 
are laid out in the Actor Network Theory and After (1999), edited by John Law and John Hassard. 
Throughout my text, I will address how I view or deal with some of the critiques towards, and concerns 
about, ANT. 
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science and technology studies (STS) by sociologists such as Michel Callon, Bruno Latour and 

John Law, ANT can technically be described as a “material-semiotic” method. 

Material semiotics is a tradition that enables the avoidance of structure-agency dualism 

(Law, 1999; Law and Mol, 2008). In material-semiotic stories, a refugee does not act alone; a 

refugee always acts in relation to other things that are tied with him/her. Thus, a refugee, besides 

acting, is also acted upon. ANT tries to explore how material-semiotic networks or assemblages 

come together to act as a whole. ANT considers humans and non-humans as a “collective” (Latour, 

2004) or an “assembly” (Latour, 2005) that allows the fact production to take place (Latour, 2005). 

Humans and non-humans, according to ANT, are linked together and form what is called actor-

network. In such actor-networks, there are diverse objects that have heterogeneous interests that 

are translated and inscribed into technical and social arrangements. 

The term “network” is also troublesome because it entails a couple of connotations. First, 

it connotes that what is described takes the form of a network. However, that is not always the 

case. The purpose of ANT is not to explain “why” and “how” a network is shaped the way it is 

(Latour, 2005). It rather examines the relations that form a network. For this reason, Latour (1999b: 

121, italics in original) argues that “[e]xplanation does not follow from description; it is description 

taken that much further.” Second, it connotes “transportation without deformation” (Latour, 

1999a: 15). However, in ANT, this is not possible due to the number of translations that any actor-

network goes through (Latour, 1996a; 1999b; 2005). “In the world ANT is trying to travel 

through,” Latour (2005: 25) argues, “no displacement seems possible without costly and painful 

translations.” Bruno Latour has borrowed the concept of translation from the philosophy of Michel 

Serres. 

“This notion of translation not only applies to linguistic translations—from the language of planners 

into the language of the users and the language of financiers; it applies also to objects, images and 

actions. This means that words can be translated into objects or into actions. But translation can also 

work the other way round; actions and objects can be translated into words.” (Lindberg and 

Czarniawska, 2006: 295) 

 

Translation, according to ANT, is the process where something is transformed into something else 

(Callon and Latour, 1981). In ANT, translation occurs when an object associates with other objects 

and, by doing so, changes whatever it associates with (Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Callon and 
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Latour, 1981). This process of change leads to objects becoming something different than the ones 

they were before. By translation—Callon and Latour (1981: 279) understand—“all the 

negotiations, intrigues, calculations, acts of persuasion and violence, thanks to which an [object] 

or force takes, or causes to be conferred on itself, authority to speak or act on behalf of another 

[object] or force.” Furthermore, translation—according to ANT—is the process whereby a 

network of objects could be represented by a single entity that translates “other actors into a single 

will, of which s/he becomes spirit and spokesman” (ibid.). That spokesperson can be an individual 

or another network. 

 However, there are also voices advocating that, if one cannot change the “network” in 

ANT, one should “kill” it. 

“We are not dealing with a Leviathan here; there are always options and much is at stake due to the 

circulating dominance of the network concept. Therefore, instead of setting clarity (Bloomfield and 

Vurdubakis, 1999; Thanem, 2011) up against more poorness (Latour, 1999), or sidestepping (Mol, 

2002), we rather suggest getting rid of the epistemology of network once and for all.” (Jensen and 

Sandström, 2019: 14) 

 

Jensen and Sandström (2019) argue that those things that fall out of the “network” are othered. 

And, they are not alone in their call; Law (2004; 2008) also argues that the “network” others things. 

Thus, in order for ANT to be relevant in the future, then taking the term “network” away might be 

a way to move forward (i.e. ANT becomes A&T). 

ANT could be divided into a few streams. Barbara Czarniawska (2016) describes three of 

them: 1) Bruno Latour and Michel Callon's, 2) John Law's, and 3) Annemarie Mol's. I would add 

one more to this list: Czarniawska's own version of ANT, that of action nets. 

Michel Callon (1998a; 1999; 2005) has used ANT to study markets and how the economy 

and economics are interrelated and shape each other. Central to Callon's (1986; 1998) interest in 

ANT is the notion of agency—how it is constructed and distributed in the market (Jensen, 2004; 

Cochoy, 2014; Czarniawska, 2016). Although economic theories separate humans and non-

humans, Callon stresses the importance of non-human things in organizing. Instead of focusing on 

the size of the actors, Callon points out that we should be much more concerned about the 

mediations (Callon, 1998a, 1998b; cf. Czarniawska, 2016). Thus, in following practices, what is 
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important are not the sources of practices but the mediations that lead to the emergence of an actor-

network (Callon, 1998b). In Callon's (1986) understanding, the process of translation happens 

through four phases: problematization, interessement, enrolment and mobilization. Since I do not 

use them in my analysis, I will not further explain each one. However, I will note that, while Callon 

(1986) claims that they are sequential (i.e. they occur one after the other), my take17 on translation 

does not assume this process to be sequential. 

Although Latour (2005) named his book Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to 

Actor-Network Theory, Czarniawska (2016) points out that the book is rather a summary about 

ANT than an introduction. One of the important points which ANT makes is that we should not 

be too hasty to assign roles and the level of importance to the objects at the beginning of a study, 

before the action takes place. Because of its relationality, in ANT, ontological categories such as 

human and non-humans “are treated as effects or outcomes, rather than explanatory resources” 

(Law, 2004: 157). ANT advocates to “follow the natives, no matter which metaphysical imbroglios 

they lead us into” (Latour, 2005: 62). 

“The task of defining and ordering the social should be left to the [objects] themselves, not taken up 

by the analyst. This is why, to regain some sense of order, the best solution is to trace connections 

between the controversies themselves rather than try to decide how to settle any given controversy.” 

(Latour, 2005: 23) 

 

What is required, according to Latour (2005), is just to stick to the equal treatment of human and 

non-human objects until it is time for the analysis. During the analysis, says Callon (1991), the 

role and the significance of the different objects can be determined. 

Another scholar who emphasizes on tracing the connections is Barbara Czarniawska, who 

is heavily influenced by ANT. She is an important pillar in popularizing ANT throughout the 

Nordics and Italy. Besides many of her own PhD students18, she has influenced many Scandinavian 

scholars, particularly within management or organizational studies. She has written—by herself 

and together with others—quite extensively about ANT. Furthermore, she has conducted ANT 

                                                
17 I will, in chapter 4, explain why I use different concepts as alternatives to translation, problematization, 
interessement, enrolment and mobilization. 
18 To date (May 2020), Barbara Czarniawska has 39 PhD students who have written their doctoral 
dissertations under her supervision. 
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empirical studies. Her own version of ANT—the concept of action nets—stems out of the 

“combination of new institutional theory and the sociology of translation, but it is tailored 

specifically to organization studies” (Czarniawska, 2004a: 780). The action nets concept is 

founded on the idea that “in each time and [space] it is possible to speak of an ‘institutional order’” 

(ibid.). What Czarniawska wants to point out is that besides paying attention to what is connected, 

it is as important to pay attention to the net itself. By paying attention to the connections, one might 

be able to capture “actual interactions taking place in time and space” (Czarniawska, 2004a: 781), 

something which she claims has “almost got lost.” Action nets are “actions—connected by 

translation—[that] might produce actors, networks and macro actors, i.e. actor-networks” 

(Czarniawska, 2004a: 782). “Action nets,” Czarniawska (2004a: 782) argues, “need therefore to 

be observed as they are being established and re-established, which can be done progressively, 

deduced speculatively or, in Foucault's terms, studied genealogically.” In A Theory of Organizing, 

Czarniawska (2014b) insists on the constructionist perspective over the idealist interpretations. By 

showing how people and machines work together to form action nets, she continues to boost the 

processual view of organizing where organizations are understood as verbs rather than nouns, 

which brings me to John Law. 

Although Michel Callon and Bruno Latour are the leading proponents of ANT, John Law 

has brought another stream within it. His entry into ANT dates back to 1986 (Czarniawska, 2016), 

when he published his article about the Portuguese sailors' travels to India. In his article he 

describes how the “long-distance control depends upon the creation of a network of passive agents 

(both human and non-human) which makes it possible for emissaries to circulate from the centre 

to the periphery in a way that maintains their durability, forcefulness and fidelity” (Law, 1986: 

234). Law (1986: 254) argues that the key to Portuguese success has been the combination of 

“documents, devices and drilled people.” Thus, as long as “[t]he right documents, the right devices, 

the right people properly drilled [are] put together” (ibid.), they would ensure the durability and 

fidelity of the assemblage of actors. 

In Organizing Modernity, Law (1994) advocates for “sociology of verbs” as an alternative 

to “sociology of nouns.” This has led to the pursuit for understanding the processes rather than the 

size of the actors, which in itself stops the micro-macro dualism (Czarniawska, 2016). At the same 

time, Law (1994), similar to Latour, emphasized the symmetrical treatment of all actors, including 

humans, non-humans, objects and quasi-objects. No one is given a priority a priori. Instead of 
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understanding organizations as nouns that have rigid and concrete walls, the ANT approach allows 

scholars to study them as verbs that have ongoing processes (Law, 1994; Czarniawska, 2006a; cf 

Czarniawska, 2016) of ordering (i.e. processes of organizing). 

Another contribution by John Law to ANT is the conduction, together with John Hassard, 

of the 1997 conference—Actor Network Theory and After—at Keele University that gave birth to 

an edited book with the same name (Law and Hassard, 1999). In the introductory chapter where 

he tries to predict the future of ANT-inspired research, Law (1999) points out two very important 

features (which he calls stories) of ANT: semiotics of materiality and interference19. With the 

semiotics of materiality, Law (1999: 4) wants to emphasize “the relationality of entities, the notion 

that they are produced in relations, and applies this ruthlessly to all materials—and not simply to 

those that are linguistic.” Thus, entities (i.e. refugees) are results of the relations in which they are 

located; however, they are also “performed in, by, and through those relations” (ibid.). For this 

reason, the important question that Law asks is “How it is that things get performed (and perform 

themselves) into relations that are relatively stable and stay in place” (ibid.)? The aim is to 

understand how durability is achieved or as Law and Singleton (2005) argue how the more or less 

“stable networks of relations” are being sustained. 

Besides Latour, Callon, Law, and Czarniawska, however, Mol has also been quite an 

influential voice within ANT. Mol's journey with ANT began back in 1982/1983 with attending 

an STS research seminar in Paris (Czarniawska, 2016), hosted by Michel Callon and Bruno Latour. 

Mol is heavily influenced by ANT and the works that she published after that seminar are the best 

testimony for that. Similar to Law, whom she has published with, Mol is interested in semiotics of 

materiality. Law and Mol (1995) argue that sociality and materiality are made together. Another 

important aspect of their article is that they suggest it as a patchwork strategy which they describe 

as “a way of exploring the possibility that though material and social relations might be matters of 

local performance, they may not ‘add up’ to form an overall pattern or structure” (Law and Mol, 

1995: 274) and as a way of stitching together “partial and varied connections between sites, 

situations and stories” (Law and Mol, 1995: 290). Furthermore, they emphasize the role of 

                                                
19 The concept of interference is similar to performativity. One can even say that interference is a certain 
kind of performativity. Within ANT, performativity is from the vocabulary of Bruno Latour, while interference 
is from the vocabulary of John Law and Annemarie Mol. In my text, to express the actions taken by those 
that take part in practices, I use interference; I use performativity to express my scientific stance. 
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narratives20 in making actors and how narratives can be formed by “pulling material differences 

together into a single kind of story” (Law and Mol, 1995: 287). An example of such a study is the 

one Mol conducted with de Laet (De Laet and Mol, 2000) where they investigate the “fluidity” of 

a bush pump. They argue that the bush pump is adaptable, flexible and responsive, as well as its 

fluidity might make it an actor stronger than the one that is firm. 

Law and Mol (2008) also wrote about the making of an actor such as the Cumbrian sheep. 

In that text, they argue that material semiotics is a tradition that avoids the structure-agency 

dualism and helps separating the agency from intentionality: “an entity counts as an actor if it 

makes a perceptible difference” (Law and Mol, 2008: 58). Before Law and Mol (2008), Callon 

and Law (1995) discussed that if intentionality is downgraded to intentions, this could broaden the 

actors beyond human beings (Czarniawska, 2016)—to include animals and technology. However, 

what Law and Mol (2008) contributed further to ANT is that the making of an actor can be in 

several different ways (Czarniawska, 2016), which brings me to Mol's (2002), arguably, most 

notable work The Body Multiple: Ontology in Medical Practice. Similar to the Cumbrian sheep's 

foot and mouth disease (Law and Mol, 2008; Law and Mol, 2010), Mol (2002) describes how 

patients' ordinary disease is made in several ways. Czarniawska (2009: 158) classifies it as a study 

of “how a profession is practiced.” 

In her study, Mol (2002) investigates how different practices diagnose and treat lower limb 

atherosclerosis disease in a Dutch hospital. She lays out how the disease is made as different 

objects at different places: in the surgery, atherosclerosis is pain on walking; in radiography, it is 

an X-ray photo of narrowed or blocked blood vessels; in the ultrasound department, it is presented 

as a form of Doppler readings which detect increases in blood speeds at narrowed sections of 

vessels; and in the operating theater, it is a white paste scraped out of blood vessels by the surgeon 

(Mol, 2002). It is tempting to claim that these are different perspectives on a single disease. Mol, 

however, resists this temptation. Through careful description of the various practices that make a 

different atherosclerosis, she claims that what she ends up with is a multiple object that goes by 

the same name. Her argument is that each practice generates its own material reality. What helps 

Mol in her quest to show atherosclerosis as a multiple object are her analytical tools—

                                                
20 “Narrative is the type of discourse composition that draws together diverse events, happenings, and 
actions of human lives into thematically unified goal-directed processes” (Polkinghorne, 1995: 5). I use the 
terms “narrative” and “story” interchangeably. 
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coordination, distribution, inclusion, and their submodes—that she calls “modes of ordering” 

(Mol, 2002: 121). They are core concepts in my study. I will, however, explain each one of them 

in Chapter 5 (Organizing Refugees). 

What Mol (2002)—as well as Law and Mol (2008)—focus on are the controversies about 

reality that arise due to its multiplicity and fluidity (cf. Czarniawska, 2016). ANT has been accused 

of being apolitical (see Alcadipani and Hassard, 2010), however what Mol and Law point out is 

that investigating the controversies about reality entails what Mol (1999) calls “ontological 

politics.” Ontological politics deals with the ways in which “‘the real’ is implicated in the 

‘political’ and vice versa” (Mol, 1999: 74, italics in original). 

“Ontological politics is a composite term...If the term 'ontology' is combined with that of 'politics' 

then this suggests that the conditions of possibility are not given. That reality does not precede the 

mundane practices in which we interact with it, but is rather shaped within these practices. So the 

term politics works to underline this active mode, this process of shaping, and the fact that its 

character is both open and contested” (Mol, 1999: 74-75, italics in original) 

 

As noted earlier, unlike the Weickian approach which is about bracketing and isolating cues, Mol 

(1999; 2002) advocates for unbracketing practices. It is an approach based on the idea of multiple 

epistemology and multiple reality. This means that the more practices that perform refugees, the 

more refugee realities there will be. If this is to be true, there would be certain options of various 

refugee realities. 

 

● The natural question then would be which one should be performed? 

● At the same time, it would be important to note that these options might depend on the 

spaces and times in which they are performed. Thus, I will further need to ask where 

and when are such options situated (cf. Mol, 1999)? 

● Furthermore, because there is a choice to be made regarding which option of the 

refugee realities to be performed, the next question would be what is at stake when 

deciding which option to perform (cf. Mol, 1999)? 

● And what happens when they are exclusive in some situations and dependent on each 

other in others? How do we choose then (cf. Mol, 1999)? 
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By seeking answers to these types of questions, I will show the vulnerability of refugees. In this 

quest, I intend to employ ANT and Mol's (2002) analytical tools.  

ANT, as I view it, is an approach that is open for various truths and various politics (Law, 

2008) and, as Wong (2016: 109) argues, “concepts like material-semiotic heterogeneity, 

associations, enrolment, enactment, translation and mobilization can help frame the research 

problem in a way that could pull together previously divergent/distinct researchers, concepts, 

devices and data.” I pull in knowledge21 from various disciplines and other sources that have 

engaged with refugees. Insomuch that my research is studying the diverse nature of the refugee 

reality where non-humans play a role, and the political nature of organizing refugees, ANT seems 

to be an appropriate approach to adopt in order to conduct such an inquiry. 

Although it has remarkable writing and analytical style22, and the potential ability to “serve 

as inspiration and as significant proof that work studies can be presented in a style worthy of 

novelists” (Czarniawska, 2009: 157), Mol's (2002) study is “seemingly underused in organization 

studies (Czarniawska, 2009; a notable exception is Alcadipani and Hassard, 2010)” (Jensen and 

Sandström, 2019: 2). Besides Alcadipani and Hassard (2010), I would add two more notable 

exceptions. The first one is, in a way, similar to my own study. Diedrich and Styhre (2008) 

demonstrated how different public organizations—that are in contact with refugees—classify them 

and their classifications lead to refugees becoming a multiple object rather than a unified one. In 

their study, they argue that the refugee is “an administrative object circulated between 

organizations and translated, transformed, and inscribed differently in different settings” (Diedrich 

and Styhre, 2008: 331). They also use Mol's (2002) study to show the classification efforts that 

lead to refugee multiple; however, classification is one aspect of multiplicity which the refugees 

are subject to. In my study, I will demonstrate how refugees are subjects in and objects to multiple 

organizing attempts throughout their journeys. The second notable example is Jensen and 

Sandström (2019) who investigated the organizing of an underground mine. Inspired by Mol's 

(2002) study, they argued for “a space multiple approach... in which seemingly disparate 

enactments of the mining operations are understood in terms of coexistence and difference, 

                                                
21 In Chapter 4 (Enacting Refugees), I will explain what kind of knowledge I use, and how. 
22 Mol (2002) calls her approach “praxiography”—focusing on the practices that enact realities; it connotes 
a shift from an epistemological to an ontological inquiry into reality. It is close to what Sergi and Hallin (2011) 
call process ontology where researchers see the world as “in a state of perpetual change, in continual 
becoming” (p. 191-2). 
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inclusion and exclusion.” 

Methodologically, I am following refugees over a large geographical space and a long 

period of time—across Europe for 5 years. While Mol (2002) herself, Diedrich and Styhre (2008) 

as well as Jensen and Sandström (2019) use her framework in a relatively limited space, my 

empirical space is quite dispersed. In accordance with my methodological aim, I will test her 

framework by applying it to study a phenomenon in dispersed spaces and times. 

Additionally, while Jensen and Sandström (2019) do, Diedrich and Styhre (2008) as well 

as Alcadipani and Hassard (2010) do not utilize Mol's (2002) modes of ordering. As mentioned 

earlier, ordering—in the words of management and organization scholars—is organizing. 

Accordingly, I will call Mol's (2002) modes of ordering “modes of organizing.” Perhaps, one of 

the reasons for Mol's (2002) study being “underused in organizational studies” is because, at times, 

her study and modes are medical specific, or seem so. However, in accordance with my 

epistemological aim, instead of just utilizing her modes, I will employ Mol's (2002) arguments to 

show that her study and modes of organizing are analytically fruitful in other contexts as well. 

And, while doing so, I will seek to further her concepts through my empirical material. 

Furthermore, in her study, Mol (2002) makes the space argument explicit while leaving 

the time argument implicit. Time, as Butler argued back in 1995, is “seen as a fundamental but 

neglected variable in organizational analysis” (p. 925). Although it affects various dimensions of 

organization life and action (e.g., decision-making, change, organizational learning, 

competitiveness, risk and uncertainty), time “remains implicit, rather than explicit, in consideration 

of these basic concepts. When it is considered, time tends to be treated as a linear, uncontrollable, 

constantly unfolding fact of life rather than as a variable, socially constructed in part, and 

experienced in different ways” (ibid.). Butler (1995: 947) stated that “all organizational processes 

have a time dimension,” and since then, there has been a wave of organizational research (in areas 

such as sensemaking, narratives, identity, institutions, environment, change and strategy) taking 

temporal analysis as its focal point (see Ancona et al., 2001; Bakken et al., 2013; Holt and Johnsen, 

2019; Hernes and Schultz, 2020). Thus, in accordance with my epistemological aim, I will make 

the time argument explicit too. Moreover, in a multiple reality, instead of talking about just 

“space,” one should talk about “spaces” and “spacing” (see Jones et al., 2004; Hansen, 2004; 

Hoskin, 2004); and, instead of talking about just “time,” one should talk about “times” and 
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“timing” (ibid.). Hence, I will be talking about not only “time” and “space” but also “times” and 

“timing” and “spaces” and “spacing.” 

However, the main motivation to use her study and her analytical tools in my research is 

that doing so could enable other political possibilities in the organizing of refugees, i.e. by viewing 

refugees as a multiple phenomenon, show their vulnerability and think of other ways to organize 

refugees. I use this approach because I argue that refugees are vulnerable in their multiple reality. 

There is no “safe space” for them; they can only survive through shifting between the multiple 

realities. Thus, in order to understand their vulnerability, I need to address the multiplicity inherent 

in the practices in which refugees are made. Similar to Mol's (2002) way of telling a story about a 

disease, I will tell a story about refugees. But it will not be a story about people and institutions 

that cause refugee crises; I am not looking into cause-and-effect issues here. Instead, it will be a 

story about the practices and events that make what a refugee is. It is important because doing so 

would enable me to understand refugees as an organizing phenomenon. Furthermore, as I argued 

earlier, it will enable opening up a discussion about what partakes in the practices through which 

refugees are made, and seeing what is being risked when doing so. Once there are new political 

opportunities, I can draw new ethical considerations and new ways to organize refugees. 

Moreover, by using her approach in a different context such as organizing refugees, I could show 

that organizational theory has overlooked something such as the importance of not keeping reality 

constant. 
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Chapter 3: FOLLOWING REFUGEES 
 

3.1. My Empirical Field 

Entering the Field 

There are different ways to design research. It depends on the school of thought as well as on the 

approach that the researcher adopts to study the phenomenon in which s/he is interested. Punch 

(2000: 41) informs us that, within the entire field of social science research, “studies may vary 

from tightly pre-planned and pre-structured to almost totally unfolding, with many positions in 

between.” Czarniawska (2008, 2014a) as well as Jensen and Sandström (2016) point out that with 

too much pre-planning, researchers are bound with the understanding that almost all limitations 

need to be done before starting to study something. That would mean that such researchers should 

be well read or, at least, should have a framework. As noted by Jensen et al. (2009), this has 

allowed researchers to know a priori where to be and who to talk to and to have a well-defined 

frame from the beginning. It, however, implies that they have strict de-limitations from the start. 

At the start, I did not have a framework. Not starting with a specific theoretical framework is risky 

and could have dire consequences for the researcher. For example, it could lead to generating all 

types of material23 without ever reaching any answers to my questions. 

However, faced with a complex phenomenon like organizing refugees, I needed to be 

careful not to limit myself, too strictly, at the beginning. Due to the ambiguous and constantly 

evolving nature of contemporary organizing, there is a need for organizational ethnographers to 

respond to changes in both the time and space, with ever-growing technological involvement and 

mediation (Czarniawska, 2004a; 2014a). To argue for not starting with a framework, Latour (2005: 

143) asks: “have you ever met a painter who began his masterpiece by first choosing the frame?” 

It is necessary not to place a judgment before the end. If I know “the good” and “the bad guy” 

beforehand, there is no need to conduct a study (see Latour, 1998; Czarniawska, 2004a; Jensen 

                                                
23 In my text, instead of “data,” I intentionally use the word “material” when it comes to generating empirical 
material. And, instead of “gather material,” I indicate that I “generate material” to emphasize that the 
empirical material is not given or “out there” waiting to be gathered/collected but rather needs to be 
generated. Hence, earlier, I referred to Latour (2005) who argues that the “social” is an assemblage made 
of connections rather than something to be found out there. 
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and Sandström, 2016) or, as Bateson (1972: xxiv) argues, “an explorer can never know what he is 

exploring until it has been explored.” Research should be about what we do not know and we 

should research it to find answers (Czarniawska, 2004a). 

In my case, how could I know where to start from and who to ask what? It was a major 

challenge for me and, instead of pre-limiting myself from the beginning, I relied on Callon's (1986) 

principle of “free association”: 

“Instead of imposing a pre-established grid of analysis upon . . . the observer follows the [objects] 

in order to identify the manner in which these define and associate the different elements by which 

they build and explain their world, whether it be social or natural.” (Callon 1986, 201) 

 

Law (2004: 102) further explains that “[w]hat there is and how it is divided up should not be 

assumed beforehand. Instead, it arises in the course of interactions between different [objects].” 

“[I]t is the ending,” Czarniawska (2004: 774) argues, “that chooses its beginning, not the other 

way around. Different endings require different beginnings.” Latour (1998) has likened ANT to a 

shoebox—“somewhere to put your findings until you know where to file them.” The world is 

complex and it cannot a priori be decided what the world is (see Jensen et al., 2009). This, 

inevitably, had practical implications for my study as well. For me, it meant that I needed to go 

out to practice as soon as possible to fill in my “shoebox” with empirical material and, only 

afterwards, try to make sense of my findings. 

My approach to the study was affected by such strong arguments—I tried not to pre-

determine the frame of the study at the start because I did not know what is crucial for my study 

at the moment when I decided to study refugees. How could I know, at the beginning, what is 

important for my study? For example, could ethnicity or nationality play a role? What about power, 

gender bias, bureaucracy, war, politics and territorial conflicts? It was difficult to know these 

beforehand. In the refugee context, although neither the tent producers nor the food and beverage 

industry belong to the humanitarian aid field per se, they play a major role in setting up refugee 

camps and feeding the refugees. We know that every person needs a shelter and needs to eat and 

drink in order to survive. The ANT approach is a way to capture such objects and their dependence 

on one another. As indicated earlier, when studying refugees, there are myriad things coming into 

the “picture” and having a certain impact. Most of them were unfamiliar and obscure until I came 

across them. What role is played by them and at what time and where, were also mysteries, at the 
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beginning at least. For this reason, I needed to follow the refugees and find out; I needed to stay 

curious; I needed to be open and prepared to be surprised. 

The journey from point A to point B, or Z, takes time and goes through various paths. A 

refugee who travels from Syria to Sweden, for example, might reach Sweden in a day, a month, a 

year or longer; however, that is not known when the journey starts. Nor it is known where the 

refugee will end up eventually. When refugees reach a certain country, such as Germany or 

Sweden—where they would like to apply for asylum—it might take quite a long time to even meet, 

for the first time, the case officer of the relevant migration authority. The final destination is also, 

to some extent, out of their control. The refugees might, in most cases, be dispersed throughout a 

country or a continent. They might be wishing to come and stay in Sweden. However, they might 

end up in Finland or Germany, for example. Therefore, I did not know, at the beginning, what my 

case site is; it could have been potentially anywhere. So, I sought out starting or entry points. 

Despite all these unknowns, I needed to start somehow from somewhere, but I could not 

be everywhere; “the researcher has to construct a beginning, to be somewhere and study 

something” (Jensen et al., 2009: 534). The starting point could have been a refugee camp in the 

Middle East, a harbor in Italy, a train station in Hungary, a borderline in Bulgaria, or a coffeehouse 

in Turkey. However, I needed to keep in mind that these might not be the starting points of the 

refugees' journeys, but they might be the starting points for my research. There are nodes24 that 

could be known a priori—these are potentially good places to be in order to spot where practices 

happen. And, in my case, refugee camps, train stations, bus stations, harbors and airports were 

good places to visit, to approach. These considerations determined my selection method: Where 

should I be to observe? Where should I be to interfere? Where should I start? Who should I follow? 

My PhD education started on Tuesday, September 1, 2015. Right away, during that week, 

I started discussing with my supervisor25 what I should do besides starting taking courses. The 

news during those weeks (August 2015 to the first week of September 2015) was all about the 

refugees “stuck” in Hungary—there were scenes being shown of people sleeping on the floors all 

over the overcrowded Keleti train station in Budapest, Hungary. When I asked my supervisor 

“What do you think I should do now?”, his reply was “If I were you, I would perhaps be at the 

Budapest train station right now.” At that moment, the refugee flow towards Europe was increasing 

                                                
24 Node refers to the locality where things intersect. 
25 At that time (September 2015), I had only one supervisor. The second supervisor joined a month later. 
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on a daily basis. I knew I wanted to conduct research about refugees but what exactly about 

refugees and how to research them—what theories to use and what will be my research problem 

would be—were unclear to me. A week passed and I did not go to Budapest because the border 

control through the “Balkan route”26 and within the EU was “put on hold.” Nonetheless, I decided 

not to waste time and, during my first week as a PhD student, started contacting authorities such 

as the Swedish Migration Agency (SMA) via e-mails and phone calls. The discussions with my 

supervisor continued; he suggested that I needed to start from somewhere and mentioned 

Stockholm. There were news reports that refugees are coming to Stockholm and seeking asylum 

where I was located27. Towards the end of the second week of my studies, I had the courage to get 

away from my desk in order to try to generate empirical material. These were times when 

thousands of people seeking refuge were at Europe's southern borders, and I did not want to miss 

the opportunity to come across refugees on the move and observe what is happening. 

Without much knowledge and idea where to go exactly, on Saturday (September 12, 2015), 

I ventured out to try to capture some practice. Although I was not equipped with the concepts that 

I used later on, nor any theoretical frameworks, my intention was to look for connections, 

disconnections, and try to see what people do, how they do, and with whom/what they do whatever 

they do. At that time, the Swedish media informed that there are refugees arriving in Stockholm 

and some of them are being gathered at Medborgarplatsen28. Therefore, I went to 

Medborgarplatsen and started looking around for people who might be refugees. I, however, was 

not lucky to come across any refugees at Medborgarplatsen on that day. While wandering there, I 

saw a female police officer, introduced myself to her and asked her whether she knows where the 

refugees being reported on the news are. She checked with her colleague and told me that there 

will, perhaps, be a train with refugees arriving at Stockholm Central Station (SCS) later that day. 

After thanking her, I decided to go to the central station and check it out myself. On the way there, 

in the subway, I overheard from other commuters that people have been gathering at Centralplan29. 

Once I arrived at Centralplan, I noticed that there were hundreds of refugees just wandering outside 

the central station. I was very surprised to stumble upon them just like that. Within a moment, I 

                                                
26 The Western Balkan Route passes through North Macedonia, Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Hungary, Austria 
and, during 2015-2016, used to be one of the main migratory corridors into Western Europe. 
27 I lived and worked in Stockholm, Sweden. 
28 Medborgarplatsen is one of the main squares in Stockholm located in the southern part of the city. 
29 Centralplan is an open space area just outside SCS. 
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entered a “scene.” I was in the middle of something chaotic where hundreds of people were just 

walking in all directions. 

 

Back-and-Forth between Fields 

In this section, I will present my empirical journey, i.e. where and when I have been. I included 

two tables in which I, chronologically, list my travels between various empirical fields. In the third 

columns, I list whom I have been following (Table 1), and what event I have joined (Table 2). 

 

Table 1—Timetable of my (physical) travels 

Date(s) Locality Following whom? 

September—November 2015, 

34 visits in total 

Stockholm Central Station Refugees, Volunteers, Officials, Non-human 

objects 

12 September 2015 A School in Stockholm Refugees and Volunteers 

28 October 2015 Swedish Migration Agency Regional Director 

29 October 2015 Stockholm Municipality Representative 

02 November 2015 Stockholm social services Director 

18 November 2015 Malmö Central Station Refugees and Municipal representatives 

21 December 2015 Sofia, Bulgaria Volunteers and Businessman 

24-30 December 2015 Elhovo, Bulgaria Refugees and Locals 

05-06 January 2016 Elhovo, Bulgaria Refugees 

14 January 2016 Sofia, Bulgaria Volunteers and Journalist 

06-08 August 2016 Elhovo, Bulgaria Refugees 

09 August 2016 Harmanli, Bulgaria Refugees and Locals 

26-28 September 2016 Refugee camp 1, Greece Refugees, Volunteers, Officials 

22 November 2016 Coffee house 1 in Stockholm Volunteer 

29 November 2016 Stockholm Municipality Representatives 

02 December 2016 Swedish Migration Agency Head of a Unit 
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22 December 2016 Elhovo, Bulgaria Refugees 

15-18 January 2017 Elhovo, Bulgaria Refugees 

22 January 2017 Refugee camp 2, Greece Refugees 

28-29 April and 02 May 2017 Refugee house, Stockholm Refugees 

08 May 2017 Coffee house 2 in Stockholm Refugee 

09-16 May 2017 Refugee house, Stockholm Refugee 

16 May 2017 Swedish Public Employment Service Refugee 

23 May 2017 Refugee house, Stockholm Refugee 

29 May 2017 Stockholm County Board Head of a unit 

25-28 June 2017 Tapio, Finland Refugees 

17-19 July 2017 Elhovo, Bulgaria Refugees and Locals 

07 December 2017 Malmö, Sweden  Volunteer 

16-17 December 2017 Sofia, Bulgaria Volunteer 

28 December 2017 Elhovo, Bulgaria Refugees and Locals 

21 January 2018 Harmanli refugee camp Refugees and Officials 

23 March 2018 Swedish Border Police HQ Representatives 

06 April 2018 Coffee house 3 in Stockholm Representative of a church 

22 April 2019 Stockholm Refugee 

 

Although this is a linear table (whose purpose is to give an overview of my physical travels), doing 

research is not always a linear process. Oftentimes, it is rather an iterative process where the 

researcher goes back-and-forth (Sergi and Hallin, 2011) between literature, empirical field, 

empirical material and other domains. My research strategy has always been to go out in the field 

and participate, and then go back to reading, and then go back to the field again. That determined 

my research field: between my empirical field and my desk. My story, as shown in Table 1, covers 

five years (2015-2019) of an extensive empirical fieldwork that stretches from Bulgaria to Sweden, 

from Greece to Finland, and in between. SCS was my entry point into the empirical field. However, 

I have been there longer than a day. For a period of three months (September-November 2015), I 
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regularly visited SCS—a total of 34 visits; I spent 3-4 hours on each visit. I went there frequently, 

including during weekends, and during various hours of the day, such as five-six o’clock in the 

morning when the central station opens up as well as late at night to check on the last trains arriving 

to Stockholm. But, most of my visits were during the working hours, from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., because 

these were the hours when most of the trains with refugees were arriving. At the end of the third 

month, November 2015, the border control was reinstated and the refugee flow slowed 

considerably within a week. I visited, for a few hours, Malmö Central Station (MCS) and Malmö 

Tourist Information Center in the mid-November 2015. I went back to Malmö in December 2017, 

visiting the same sites and meeting volunteers that are closely engaged with refugees in Sweden. 

During my second visit to Malmö, however, I entered Sweden from Denmark30 and saw how the 

trains were being stopped at Hyllie train station and every passenger was being checked for identity 

documents31. During April-May 2017, I visited a refugee site32 in Stockholm, Sweden, several 

times (for 2 to 3 hours each time). For five years, I visited nine times two Bulgarian refugee sites—

the towns of Elhovo and Harmanli33—to observe refugees, who were placed in their refugee 

venues, when they were out. Also, on a few occasions (in 2016, 2017 and 2018), I visited Sofia, 

Bulgaria, to meet volunteers that try to help refugees. During 2016 and 2017, I visited two refugee 

camps in two different locations in Greece. The first visit was for three days, while the second one 

was for one day. In 2017, I visited an Iraqi refugee in Finland and lived with him and his roommates 

for three days. I visited refugees' homes both in Sweden and in Finland: 5 times in Stockholm 

within a period of several weeks and 3 times in Finland for 3 consecutive days. 

Additionally, I have been to offices of governmental and non-governmental institutions in 

Sweden, Bulgaria and Finland, meeting their representatives that are engaged with refugees. 

During 2015-2016, I visited the offices of the Swedish Migration Agency a couple of times, with 

a year between the two meetings. On two occasions, during 2015-2016, I also visited the offices 

of a Swedish local municipality (again, a year between the two meetings). In 2015-2016, I visited 

one of the offices of Stockholm social services that is in charge of dealing with unaccompanied 

                                                
30 During December 2017, I was a guess scholar at one of the departments (NIAS) of Copenhagen 
University for 2 weeks. During that time, I made two daily visits to Malmö. 
31 The identity checks at the Danish-Swedish border (which I am going to talk much more about in the 
Mobile vs. Immobile story) were in place for a few years after they were reinstated in November 2015. 
32 The refugee site consisted of former army barracks that have been turned into a refugee residential 
compound. 
33 There is a refugee camp in Harmanli and a refugee center in Elhovo. I will explain the difference later in 
the text (in Approved vs. Disapproved). 
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minors34. During April-May 2017, while I was following a refugee, I visited the offices of Swedish 

Public Employment Service Agency. In May 2017, I visited the office of the County 

Administrative Board of Stockholm. In March 2018, I visited the headquarters of the Swedish 

Border Police. During my 2017visit to a Finnish town, which I will call “Tapio”35, I visited the 

offices of a local school, a library and the social services. During 2016, I visited the offices of a 

non-governmental organization (NGO) in Bulgaria, an agency and a local businessman who were 

involved in trying to help refugees from Syria. In 2017, I went to the home (in Sofia, Bulgaria) of 

a volunteer I have been in touch with. 

My empirical endeavors were not only at central stations, public offices, refugee camps 

and different accommodation sites, but also in universities, seminar venues, churches and 

museums. As I listed them in Table 2, I attended lectures and seminars, organized by different 

disciplines and not just my academic field, related to refugees and migration. In the autumn of 

2016, I attended a seminar organized by The Swedish Association of Business Administration—

FEKIS (Föreningen Företagsekonomi i Sverige), where I participated in a seminar related to the 

integration processes of refugees. In mid-March 2017, I attended lectures organized by the history 

department of the Stockholm University (SU) with (a historian as) a guest speaker from 

Manchester University that presented research about refugees in the context of the world and 

European histories. On June 12, 2018, I attended a seminar, organized by the demography 

department of SU, where issues related to “age at arrival and family formation” were discussed. 

On November 18, 2019, I attended a seminar organized by the social anthropology department of 

SU, where an ethnologist from Uppsala University presented his study of the dynamics between 

refugees and the local community in a small Swedish town. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
34 Unaccompanied minor is a person who is younger than 18 and has no legal guardian present. 
35 For anonymity purposes, I disguise the name of the town and call it Tapio which means forest spirit or 
god in Finnish mythology. 
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Table 2—Timetable of my visits to training and seminars 

Date(s) Locality Event 

01 February 2016 Office of a private company, Stockholm Training “accommodation” 

17-20 May 2016 CBS, Copenhagen Narratives in OR course 

20-21 October 2016 Uppsala University FEKIS 

11 November 2016—19 March 2017 Gothenburg University ANT course 

14-15 March 2017 Stockholm University Lecture and Seminar 

20 May 2017 Museum of Mediterranean and Near Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm 

Exhibition: “Stories from Syria” 

11-12 April 2018 Church 1 in Stockholm Conference 

19-20 April 2018 A Church in Eskilstuna Training 

12 June 2018 Stockholm University Seminar 

20 September 2018 Office of an NGO, Stockholm Training “gymnasielagen” 

23 October 2018 Church 2 in Stockholm Training “conversion” 

4 October—19 December 2018 Stockholm University Transnational Migration course 

4 October 2019 Church 3 in Stockholm Training “language” 

22 October 2019 The Swedish Institute of International Affairs Head of UNHCR 

18 November 2019 Stockholm University Seminar 

 

I took thirteen PhD courses (103.5 ECTS credits in total). Among them were a few courses that 

were seminal for my research; hence, I included them in Table 2. One of them was about narrative 

approaches in organizational research. There, I met some of the leading scholars in the field of 

“storytelling”36 in organizations and was able to get feedback on my early research ideas. After 

that course, I started paying more attention to the importance of studying organizational 

phenomena as processes rather than static entities. Another very important course was about the 

usage of ANT in business administration research. It allowed me to deepen my knowledge in ANT 

and to set up the basis of my so-called “theoretical framework.” I could say that these courses, 

                                                
36 For more on storytelling in organizations see e.g., Gabriel (2000). 
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similar to the way my research was going, were kind of falling into my orbit: at the right moment 

and at the right place. With a bit of luck, I was “making” my course schedule right for the purpose 

of my study. During the autumn of 2018, I took an interdisciplinary PhD course—Transnational 

Migration: Refugees, Routes, Encounters—organized by the Social Anthropology, History, and 

Economic History departments of SU. Besides social anthropology scholars, there were a number 

of guest lecturers (most of them from foreign universities) from other departments such as history, 

economic history, international relations, sociology and social geography. That course assisted me 

in extending my understanding of the various disciplinary takes on refugees. The last mandatory 

course I took (during spring 2019) was “Philosophy of Science.” I intentionally left that course for 

last. My aim was that, during my last year of PhD education, I will try to deepen my knowledge 

on the philosophical underpinnings, meta-theoretical arguments, and try to “theorize” (Swedberg, 

2014), after I have done all my empirical endeavors (and most of my readings and writings). 

My visits to seminars and training, however, were not limited only to university or 

academic events. In February 2016, I attended a training where volunteers of an NGO were being 

trained how to deal with accommodation issues of refugees. In May 2017, I visited Stockholm's 

Museum of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Antiquities. It held an exhibition—“Stories from 

Syria”—that consisted of personal belongings to people born in Syria and each item was 

accompanied by a short story (in Arabic and in Swedish) about it. In April 2018, I attended a two-

day event— “Churches' Networking Days for Migration and Integration issues”—that took place 

in one of the churches in Stockholm, Sweden. During that event, the first half of both days was 

dedicated to lectures and speeches (by various lecturers, including the then-head of the Swedish 

Migration Agency). I listened to lectures, presentations, prayers and (religious) songs. The 

afternoons were full with workshops on various topics related to refugee issues. I took part in 

several workshops related to “returnees,” the “job market and employment support,” and “family 

reunions.” Later in the same month (April 2018), I took part in a two-day educational training 

called “#Warmth” (“#Värme”) organized by The Christian Council of Sweden (“Sveriges kristna 

råd”) and financed by the European Union's (EU) Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund 

(AMIF). It was being held in different cities across Sweden, including Stockholm but the one in 

Stockholm had taken place just a couple of weeks before I found out about the training. I took part 
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in the training at the next location it was given: Eskilstuna37, Sweden. During the autumn of 2018, 

I took part in two similar events. The first one was organized by a non-profit association that offers 

free legal advice in migration law issues with a particular focus on asylum, where the changes in 

the Swedish high school law (“gymnasielagen”) regarding the possibilities of residence permits 

for unaccompanied minors were discussed. The second one was related to training on “religious 

conversion” in the asylum process. Both took place in Stockholm. At the beginning of October 

2019, I visited another church in Stockholm where I followed refugees and their interactions with 

volunteers. Later the same month (October 2019), I attended a seminar, hosted by The Swedish 

Institute of International Affairs, where the speaker was Filippo Grandi—the then-Head of United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)—who presented “Never Ending 

Humanitarian Crises: Solutions in Sight?” 

And lastly, I read books and journal articles from different disciplines discussing refugees. 

They ranged from history to political science, from cultural studies to law, from sociology to 

economics and from management to medicine. As noted earlier, the Transnational Migration 

course was very helpful in this regard; it allowed me to get to understand some of these disciplines' 

engagement with refugees. I read reports from the various international and national organizations 

such as the United Nations (UN), EU, Red Cross, Swedish Migration Agency, Interpol and 

Europol. Such knowledge was fundamental for my understanding and navigation in my empirical 

material. I followed news on TV as well as on printed and digital media outlets. Each time I saw, 

heard or read something on the news, I checked whether it could be related to something I have 

heard already. Such stories were enhancing my understanding of the context of the events that I 

was following. I tried to keep myself up-to-date with not only historical accounts but also with the 

latest developments related to refugees not just in Sweden but across the EU. That is how I found 

out about many of the events in which I took part. 

Now that I presented where and when I have been within the last five years, and whom I 

have been following or what events I took part in, I will now share the methods I used to generate 

my empirical material. 

 

                                                
37 Eskilstuna is a Swedish town not far away from Stockholm. It takes an hour-and-ten-minutes train ride to 
get there from SCS. 
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3.2. Material-Generation Techniques 

Refugees move around (Innes, 2015), and, therefore, I needed to be mobile and adapt to such 

dynamics. Czarniawska (2004a) even believes that studies of organizing should contrive their own 

approach when it comes to following the objects of our interests. This indicates that I should avoid 

searching for one template to apply to all situations—“one size does not fit all.” Rather, I should 

take into consideration the particularities of different situations and invent an intrinsic approach 

for the specific circumstances. Studying the organizing of refugees is a rather complex challenge 

that demands a long period of time and presence at various locations. Therefore, I needed to weight 

my approach in relation to its ability “to tackle the peculiarities of modern organizing: the coeval 

and multiple time, the simultaneity of events taking place in different settings, and the invisibility 

of a growing part of operations” (Czarniawska, 2004a: 787). To overcome such challenges, I 

combined various empirical material-generation techniques: observing, dialoguing, note-taking, 

photos and secondhand material. However, observing and dialoguing were my main methods to 

generate empirical material. 

 

Shadowing 
Observing is one of the key methods to generate empirical material. Observing is divided into two 

subcategories: shadowing and participant observation. Since my research approach—organizing 

and ANT—required mobility, shadowing lived up to such expectations. It allowed me to be 

mobile, because one of “the main advantages of shadowing over stationary observation is, by 

definition, its mobility” (Czarniawska, 2008: 10). Czarniawska (2014a) calls shadowing 

“observation on the move,” while Gill et al. (2014: 4) define it as “following an individual to learn 

about their everyday experience and practices, often but not always at work.” To “be there” when 

the practices occur is a great opportunity to see first-hand what happens. Czarniawska (2014: 5) 

argues that “[o]bservers are able to see options – and to distinguish among them.” This was very 

important for my research because it allowed me to observe differences, controversies and 

similarities in the practices I followed. Shadowing allows the researcher to travel with the people 

or things that are being shadowed. It should be noted that it could apply to more than one 

individual—a group: for example, a refugee family. I followed a Syrian refugee with his family 

for almost three years. When I was attempting to shadow refugees, I could not follow them all. 

This process involved a selection. 
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“How ridiculous is it to claim that inquirers should ‘follow the [objects] themselves,’ when the 

objects to be followed swarm in all directions like a bee's nest disturbed by a wayward child? Which 

[object] should be chosen? Which one should be followed and for how long? And if each [object] 

is made of another bee's nest swarming in all directions and it goes on indefinitely, then when the 

hell are we supposed to stop?” (Latour, 2005: 121-122) 

 

These were important considerations I had very early on in my empirical material-generation 

efforts. At SCS, I was faced with hundreds of refugees running in all directions. I had difficulty 

deciding which ones to follow and which ones not to. There were also issues related to financing 

and time. Since my doctoral education was four years (plus one extra year due to teaching and 

other institutional assignments), I needed to be “strategic” in order to plan my selection of refugees 

to follow. Following refugees was tricky. I did not know where I could end up—it could have been 

the United Kingdom, Canada or somewhere else. 

However, due to certain de-limitations related to time and financing, my aim was to follow 

refugees who potentially end up in Sweden or somewhere across Scandinavia, for example. This 

would have allowed me to continue to follow refugees while they try to settle down in a place that 

is closer to where I live and work. Therefore, in cases when I was in Bulgaria or Greece and ran 

into a refugee who was heading towards the United Kingdom, for example, I did not take the 

train/bus with her/him because I aimed to have contacts in Sweden; when I was in Bulgaria and 

Greece, I aimed for coming across refugees who were headed towards Scandinavia. However, 

while I was doing my empirical material generation in Sweden, I met many refugees who have 

already reached the country where I was living. I managed to follow some of them from the 

moment I intercepted them in Sweden. When I was selecting whom to follow, my first criterion 

was someone who is willing to be “followed.” Then, I needed to consider whether the relationship 

would last as long as necessary for the research project. However, I did not know that a priori. I 

was looking for someone who would potentially end up in Stockholm and was willing to be in 

touch for a long time, usually for a year or two. This last criterion can be quite vital for the success 

of the process of shadowing. Based on my experience, it is also important to have some luck. 

Besides being strategic to be at the right place at the right time, to a certain degree, coming across 

some of the refugees I followed was due to me being lucky. 

Shadowing happens for a certain amount of time (Czarniawska, 2007; Gill et al., 2014). I 

conducted shadowing for various lengths of time. I came across thousands of refugees and 
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followed tens of them for short periods of time—hours and sometimes days—but I was also able 

to follow several for quite a long time. For example, I have one person, an Iraqi refugee who ended 

up in Finland, that I started to follow from my first day out in the empirical field and it continued 

to this day (May 2020). I have followed him during his stay in Stockholm and then over Skype38 

for five years. Additionally, I visited him in Finland for 3 days during the summer of 2017. The 

last time I met him in person was at the end of April 2019, in Stockholm when he came for a one-

day trip. The last time I spoke to him over Skype, and which had importance to my empirical 

material, was mid-May 2020. But I also was able to follow, for three years, a Syrian refugee who 

ended up in Germany; and, for two years, a couple of Syrian refugees who are based in two 

different Swedish towns. For shorter periods of time, there were other cases where I started 

following them in the middle of their journeys. As mentioned earlier, my entry points into the field 

were not the same as the starting point of the refugees' journeys. The starting points of my 

shadowings have been very different: they range from SCS to a Greek refugee camp, from a 

Bulgarian town to Malmö, Sweden. 

In order to see what is happening to refugees, a researcher might need considerable time. 

I, for example, needed to spend a long time following the objects of my interests and their practices. 

Time—longer time to observe the practices—was a necessity, in order for me to notice certain 

makings of refugees. For example, if I had been in Elhovo only once or for a short time, I would 

not have been able to notice how certain refugees are allowed to “move” around and others are 

not. I had to be there a few days during each of my several visits in order to notice how the residents 

of the refugee center are being handled outside the premises. In the Fresh vs. Unfresh story, I will 

show that, in order to observe certain makings of refugees, I had to be with a volunteer for several 

weeks. If I had not been with her regularly, I would not have been able to find out how volunteers 

organize “different” refugees. Thus, to study such practices also implied that I could not be at the 

site only once or twice; it required time and effort. When I studied refugees and how different 

realities were made, it was also necessary for me, as a researcher, to consider time. 

At SCS, I followed, for months (September-November 2015), refugees who were just 

arriving at SCS and those who had arrived earlier but were continuing to come back to the central 

station. Besides the refugees, I followed and observed volunteers and representatives of all types 

                                                
38 It is a telecommunications application that provides video chat and voice calls between technological 
devices. 
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of organizations that were there. It required me, sometimes, to move around the different sites in 

and around the SCS. However, sometimes, while following the objects of my concern, I was 

getting away from the central station and ending up in other parts of Stockholm, even in other 

cities. During most of my visits to SCS, I spent hours standing there and observing who/what does 

what, how, why and when. During my first visit (November 2015) to MCS, I observed for a half 

day what is going on there, what objects are present, what they are doing and how. Two years later, 

I went back to that same place (MCS) to observe how things have changed. 

In one of the Stockholm municipalities, I followed refugees for weeks, during April-May 

2017. The first day, when I visited that refugee accommodation venue, I just stayed outside the 

venue for more than an hour with the expectation to come across refugees; however, I did not have 

any luck during that day—no one came out of their rooms. However, I did not give up; I went 

there again the next day. During the second day, I managed to succeed in meeting a couple of 

refugees. One of them became my interlocutor and we met a few times in the course of a few 

weeks for “fikas”39 and dialogues about his experiences as a refugee. The meetings happened in 

his home, an 18-square-meters room, where he lived with his wife. The following days and weeks, 

I visited the same place and observed what is going on there and what refugees do during the day 

time. We even visited an authority together: I joined him when he visited one of the offices of the 

Swedish Public Employment Service in Stockholm. 

Besides Sweden, I shadowed refugees and others abroad too, for example, a coordinator of 

a Bulgarian NGO. I followed her not just in Sofia, Bulgaria, where her organization is 

headquartered but also during one of her visits to a Greek refugee camp at the end of September 

2016. I followed her and her crew for two full days from early morning to late evening. In Elhovo, 

Bulgaria, I sat outside of the refugee center for hours and just waited to observe refugees. Most of 

the time I could just catch a glimpse of a refugee who shows up in the windows. However, I 

managed to observe refugees three times when they were taken out with accompanying guards; 

these were the moments when they were going to do grocery shopping and to exchange currency. 

In Harmanli, Bulgaria, I followed refugees during their walks outside the refugee camp, grocery 

shopping and visits to a barber shop and food kiosks. 

                                                
39 Fika is a Swedish tradition that involves interpersonal interaction in combination with the consumption of 
coffee and cake, for example. 
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I traveled to Finland, to visit the refugee whom I managed to follow the longest. There, I 

lived with three refugees from Iraq for three days. Instead of booking a hotel, I stayed in the same 

apartment with them. There, during three days, I shadowed the refugee I was in touch with for five 

years. As noted earlier, we visited many of his friends, his school, the local social authorities and 

the city library together. We joined different activities. I was able to see first-hand what he was 

describing to me over Skype regarding his previous two years in Finland. 

 The shadowing technique, which allows mirroring the mobility of contemporary life, has 

many advantages. Czarniawska (2008) claims that the shadowing creates a special pair between 

the shadowee and the shadower. They observe each other and try to find out similarities and 

differences. Researchers should be aware that they are also being observed by the shadowee. The 

objects of our research are “also analyzing subjects who critically interrogate ethnographers – their 

writings, their ethics, and their politics” (Rosaldo, 1993: 176). And, as Czarniawska (2014: 78) 

argues, “the success of any [ethnographic] fieldwork endeavor depends inherently on the results 

of the unofficial study the observed undertakes of the observer.” However, the curiosity of the 

shadowee towards the shadower diminishes quite fast very often (Czarniawska, 2014a). The main 

reason is that people who are being shadowed have more important things to do than to stare at the 

researcher. They cannot stop their daily activities just to “play around” with the researcher. 

However, the researcher's presence is never forgotten. S/he is there and affects things that 

happen one way or another. When I was in Finland, I and the Iraqi refugee visited a few of his 

friends who were also refugees. At the beginning of each visit, the hosts were quite curious about 

who I am and what I am dealing with. Five or ten minutes later, however, they were continuing 

with their endeavors and I was there observing them. It is alluring to say that after a short time 

everything has been back to “normal” and that my presence was forgotten. However, I would be 

lying to myself. Instead, I acknowledge that every presence has its effects on the people around 

me, even in cases where it does not require major adaptations. It is not the same with or without 

me there. I will give a short example with my presence at an event that happened in one of the 

churches in Stockholm. As I explained in the previous subchapter, that event included speeches 

and workshops. The speeches/lectures happened in a big room with more than 100 delegates 

present. I sat down in the back and pulled out my laptop to take notes (which I will discuss very 

soon). Imagine someone typing on a laptop in a church while others are praying, singing, and 

listening; it is a weird scene. I felt that my presence made some people around me uncomfortable 
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or, at least, curious about what I was doing. I was approached by a few people, each day, asking 

me who I am and what I am doing. Even though, sometimes, the shadowee might not care that 

much, the researcher has to be on alert and constantly watch out for events that take place 

(Czarniawska, 2007; 2008; 2014a). 

Refugee research is not morally and ethically unbiased. Research that is concerned with 

human beings entails ethical considerations. Indeed, refugees are a very vulnerable group of human 

beings (see Hugman et al., 2011). Thus, researching them involved ethics and reflexivity, and it 

affected the way I approached these people; it required having consent and ensuring identity 

protection. Although some researchers rely on their own judgment and perceptions, they need to 

have ethical boundaries set up in place before they start their research (VR, 2017). Accordingly, 

Tracy (2010: 842) advocates that researchers should practice (self-)reflexivity “even before 

stepping into the field ... [to assess] ... their own biases and motivations.” It is also recommended 

to have some kind of ethical guidelines (VR, 2017). This does not, however, mean that I should 

just follow standardized codes of ethics. There is a danger of it becoming a tactic of disengagement 

rather than engagement (see Jensen and Sandström, 2016). Though there is no ethical code that 

covers all the possible situations in the empirical field and at our desks, I kept in mind that when I 

attempted to conduct refugee research, I would face ethical dilemmas. And, in many cases, these 

choices needed to be made under pressure. Guillemin and Gillam (2004) argue that ethics are 

situational and that ethical dilemmas need to be taken “in the moment” as the research evolves. 

Conducting refugee research requires the researcher to consider certain things. For 

example, before I started the empirical fieldwork, I asked myself: What do I do if something wrong 

is going on—should I intervene or not? Is it right or wrong if I intervene? How do I balance 

attention to humanitarian concerns with scientific rigor? Refugees are especially vulnerable when 

they are on the move. Shadowing, for example, entails constant attention to details and continuous 

ethical decisions. When approaching refugees or representatives of different governmental and 

non-governmental organizations, I had to be very careful not to hinder or annoy them with my 

presence or questions. Thus, there was a constant positioning going on. 

Another effect of shadowing is to “enhance the status of the person who is shadowed in the 

eyes of [others]” (Czarniawska, 2008: 11). This implies that, when I follow a certain refugee, 

she/he might gain a leading position within the group which she/he moves in. However, it might 

also have the opposite effect—my constant presence might have negative effects on the refugee's 
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relations with her/his comrades. They might not share everything with her/him due to the fear of 

me hearing what was said. It can even lead to the exclusion of the shadowee from a group for the 

time the shadowing goes on or forever (Czarniawska, 2007). That will also mean that I have a 

direct effect on the status (even wellbeing) of the refugee; it might be positive or negative, but 

there is definitely an effect. I was aware of this before going into the field. Whenever I was in such 

cases (especially in the refugee camps), in order to avoid being seen focused on only one refugee, 

I interacted with as many refugees and organizational representatives as possible. It can, however, 

have positive effects as well; it can “boost morale” or help the shadowee be recognized 

(Czarniawska, 2007). For example, when I was in Finland, people we met knew that I am a guest 

of the refugee who I followed. I felt that his position in the “group” was enhanced due to my 

presence there. He was seen as someone who has connections with people from foreign countries. 

Another issue that required extra ethical consideration was when I came across 

“unaccompanied minors.” The unaccompanied minors are an entirely different category of 

refugees and are organized quite differently compared to adults or children with present legal 

guardian(s). For example, in Sweden, while the children with present legal guardians are taken 

care of by the Swedish Migration Agency, the unaccompanied minors are taken care of by the 

social services of the municipality in which they find themselves. Although I did not follow 

unaccompanied minors due to ethical concerns, I investigated the work of agencies that organize 

them. Thus, the stories I have about unaccompanied minors are mainly40 based on my investigation 

of the practices of the authorities that organize such refugees. 

Naturally, besides advantages, shadowing also has some disadvantages and difficulties. 

When I shadowed, I faced numerous challenges due to the context in which I was finding myself, 

the time deadlines to complete a dissertation and my inexperience as a junior researcher. An 

important but difficult part of shadowing is note-taking (Gill et al., 2014) while being on the move. 

Such note-taking results in what Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) refer to as field notes. I have 

70 pages of field notes. Researchers are encouraged to take notes whenever possible, to dictate 

reflections whenever alone and make write-ups at the end of each day (Czarniawska, 2008). The 

last one—making notes at the end of the day—is, perhaps, the most difficult one as shadowing is 

                                                
40 Except in one story (Age Assessment at SCS) where I did not follow a minor per se, rather I was listening 
to a conversation at the SCS when, while police officers were checking people for identity documents, a 
refugee claimed he is minor. 
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tiresome (Czarniawska, 2008). I have been trying to take notes as soon as I am alone. Sometimes, 

I took notes when I got away from the people I followed, and other times I did it when they slept, 

such as during my visit to Tapio, Finland. It worked quite well for me because I usually wake up 

early and I am quite productive in the mornings. And, the refugees I visited in Finland slept almost 

until noon. So, each morning I was there, I had a few hours to reflect on my experiences from the 

previous day. I tried to avoid taking notes while I listened to my interlocutors because I felt it made 

them uncomfortable; it kind of made them feel as I was interrogating them instead of having a 

dialogue. 

I was taking notes written mainly on my phone. As soon as I observed a certain practice, I 

quickly noted on my phone what I have recently learned. However, sometimes, I was instead 

recording a monologue where I was talking to my phone's voice recorder. During the evening of 

the same day, I was supplementing my notes with the memories I had from the day. Most of those 

moments happened at home or, the next day, at my desk; but, there were instances I took notes in 

the hotel rooms, for example, when I was visiting refugee camps or an NGO that deals with 

refugees. Such occasions took place in Greece (2016), Bulgaria (2017, 2018), Southern Sweden 

and Copenhagen, Denmark (2015, 2017). I was transcribing my audio recordings within the same 

day of my encounters, or a day or two after. There were only a few of those audio recordings I 

transcribed a few months after they took place. These were a few of the longest dialogues I had 

over Skype with the refugee I followed for five years. In total, I have close to 340 pages of 

transcripts. However, I also have audio recordings that I listened to but did not transcribe which 

are mainly from the training and seminars I attended. However, there are also recordings with 

different people—both refugees and officials—I met throughout my empirical endeavors. I deem 

them as being either not directly connected to my stories or being a repetition of some of the stories 

I have heard previously. 

Whether I can participate in the entire travel process of a refugee and in most of her/his 

encounters is a very difficult task involving renegotiation. Shadowing required unceasing 

negotiation of access, not only with new prospects, I met, but also with the ones I already had an 

agreement with (Czarniawska, 2008). But, depending on the situation, I did not need to renegotiate 

the access each day. Refugees allowed me to follow them for some time and at some moments 

they told me that they were too busy or that they were tired, and that I should leave them alone and 
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go home; or they allowed me to shadow them but not to speak to them. Thus, there was this 

ongoing renegotiation of access. 

However, such access renegotiations were not only with refugees I followed but also with 

others, such as representatives of institutions that were engaged with them. In some cases, I needed 

an explanation from more than one person. For example, it was necessary to ask for an explanation 

from the person who is being shadowed and from the people s/he interacts with. There are ethical 

issues related to informed consent and voluntary participation (Hugman et al., 2011). Reid et al. 

(2018: 69-70) have found out that out of their 300 participants, “61% [have] admitted to 

participating against their genuine wishes, of which 26% [have] agreed because a faculty member 

had asked them and 4% because they had not appreciated the right to refuse.” Their study shows 

that it is important to know the willingness and motivation of someone partaking in research. When 

I was negotiating my access to representatives of organizations, I was persistent but 

straightforward about the aim of my research and that it is up to them whether they would like to 

share their part of the story. 

Sometimes, I had to negotiate my access through a “gatekeeper.” In 2015, I had a dialogue 

with a representative of Stockholm Municipality. A year later, I spoke to him again but this time 

besides the two of us, there was a head of a unit that has been engaged directly with most of the 

refugee issues within the municipality. The access to her was negotiated through the representative 

I met a year earlier. In another example, during the first year of my research (autumn of 2015), I 

had access to an executive director of a government agency that deals with refugees. When I tried 

to approach the same executive a year later (autumn of 2016), however, I found out that that person, 

although within the same government agency, is at another location with another job title. This 

forced me to renegotiate my access to that government agency with the new director and the people 

who were the “gatekeepers” for the new director. 

Often, it is unpredictable who might be co-present when following refugees. If I go to a 

prearranged meeting, I know who I will be meeting and I can even do an intelligence gathering in 

order to prepare myself for the meeting. However, when going into a refugee camp, I did not know 

who I might encounter. In many cases when researching a group of people, there are hierarchies. 

Do I mainly, in such cases, focus on gaining informed consent from the person who is in a 

leadership position? Or do I hide the intentions of my research fearing that it would change the 

participants' behaviors and attitudes, thus distorting the observation or recording of a practice? 
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The researcher must be open and transparent to everyone involved in the research. I was trying to 

be quite transparent to everyone I met; I was informing them who I am and what I do. Even in 

cases where there is a “gatekeeper” involved, it is important to have the potential research 

respondents understand their right to decline participation in the research. In cases where I met 

other people through the ones I shadowed (especially in cases where they did not speak fluent 

English), I asked the shadowee to present me and my research interest to the people we met 

together. In cases where an interlocutor refused to participate in the research, I respected their 

wishes and excluded them from the research. 

This might be easier in dialogue situations. However, what does informed consent mean in 

observations and ethnographic research? If a person within a group refuses to participate in the 

research, who has to leave the site: the researcher or the person refusing to participate (considering 

that it is his domain or workplace not mine)? When I was at a refugee camp, there were people 

who wanted to speak to me but there were also those who did not want to. In such situations, I was 

taking the person who wants to speak to me to go to another place where we can speak in private. 

Refugees tend to have suspicions towards authorities and written consent forms might frighten 

them. Thus, in such cases, oral consent was an option because my experience is that interlocutors 

were suspicious of those with whom they are not acquainted with and those who are asking 

questions. 

At the same time, I tried to avoid putting myself in danger as well as avoid getting involved 

in illicit practices and gathering incriminating material. Before I traveled abroad, my supervisors 

and I agreed that I will not put myself in danger; I promised them that I will not go on a boat with 

smugglers; will not get involved in illicit practices; nor will cooperate with illicit organizations 

due to my safety. Although refugees come across different—both licit and illicit—organizations 

and individuals, I managed to uphold my promise to keep myself away from the moments when 

they engage with illicit individuals or groups. Although I was not with them all the time, especially 

when they used services from illicit individuals or groups, I learned about their endeavors 

retrospectively and prospectively, through dialogues and observant participation. 

It was quite important to blend in with the environment in which I conducted shadowing. 

The researcher's clothing can be quite decisive in getting access (Gill et al., 2014). The sex of the 

researcher also plays a key role in certain cases (Czarniawska, 2007; 2008). When I visited a Greek 

refugee camp for the first time (at the end of September 2016), it was guarded by military personnel 
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and the access was denied to many people, including a Bulgarian TV crew and a journalist from a 

major US Broadcasting company. They almost got arrested for trying to film secretly within the 

camp. I, however, got access inside the camp with the help of a refugee I met there. He knew 

everyone within the camp and he accompanied me while entering and walking within the camp. I 

managed to not only go in the camp and walk around the tents but also sat down with different 

groups of refugees and volunteers; I listened to their stories and had dialogues (that I will explain 

in the next section) with them. Although I took photos inside the camp, I did not have a big camera 

with me and the way I was dressed did not alert any of the military personnel to ask me questions 

regarding my presence there. I was dressed in dark blue trousers, a light blue t-shirt, and wearing 

dark grey sneakers. If I had on, for example, a shirt or a blazer, it might have alerted the guards. 

They also saw me entering the premises together with the refugees and how they walk with me, 

and talk to me. These factors might have made them think that I am a member of an NGO. My 

presumed ethnicity41 might have played a role as well, since I have brown hair and brown eyes42. 

If I had, for example, blond hair and blue eyes, I could have easily been distinguished among the 

refugees. 

I was also, often, being excluded from confidential activities. It is difficult to follow a 

person when s/he visits a police station or some other governmental institution. Due to various 

concerns, authorities might exclude researchers from their interaction with refugees. However, 

there might be different cases where access might be gained. Authorization letters could be helpful 

in certain cases; however, it depends on the situation. The researcher might act as a legal 

“guardian” (“god man” in the Swedish context) and gain access to private discussions between the 

refugee and the authorities. In some instances, I gained access to meetings between refugees and 

authorities or experts through acting as an interpreter. 

My experiences tell me that one of the most important things is the negotiation of access. 

I have been investing a great amount of time and effort in order to get access. It is necessary to 

spend time in the field to develop rapport and build trust with the participants (Dooley, 2007). 

Dooley (2007) argues for prolonged engagement in order to achieve the desired trust but I argue 

that it depends on the context. Sometimes, I did not have the long time necessary to establish trust 

and develop a rapport with my participants. Oftentimes, gaining access required quick decisions 

                                                
41 I am with a Turkish background, born and raised in Bulgaria. 
42 There is a photo of me on the back cover. 
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and some degree of improvisation from my side. I needed to adapt to different contexts and act 

based on the circumstances. My experience was that there were great possibilities to have access 

to both refugees and others that engage with them: it was possible to get access and, as it turned 

out, it was feasible to shadow refugees. Shadowing is often not easy, but it gives interesting results. 

Because constant shadowing is very hard to achieve, diverse types of observations are 

necessary throughout the research. As mentioned earlier, I could not be at all the places at once. 

Thus, I did not have direct access to all the events that have happened at all places throughout the 

whole time. However, in order to follow what is happening at many places at the same time, I 

turned to another material-generation technique: observant participation. It is what Mol (2002: 

15) views as turning one's interlocutor into “his own ethnographer.” This technique allows 

researchers to observe simultaneous practices occurring in several different but interconnected 

locations (Czarniawska, 2014a). I used this method to generate material by asking the people I was 

in touch with to send me occasional photos of their daily practices and to write a few words 

explaining what is happening and how they feel about it. Not all of them responded with 

enthusiasm, but I had success with a couple of them. I have 400 photos that I took myself and 38 

that were sent to me by my interlocutors. I took photos because they help me not only to remember 

things but also to visualize something to the reader; some of these photos entered my dissertation, 

and this is further discussed in the next chapter. Although I have many photos, I was not able to 

take photos of all the events I witnessed. Sometimes, it was because I did not think to do it, and 

sometimes it was because I did not have my phone with me, sometimes it was due to legal 

restrictions, and sometimes it was due to ethical considerations. Additionally, I gathered brochures, 

leaflets and other documents from the places I visited or the people I met. 

Shadowing is promoted due to the possibility to observe the connections between actions 

and events. While observing a refugee as s/he goes through various organizing attempts, I 

understood more about what enabled her/him to do so. Thus, the goal of following the refugees 

was to study as much organizing in the field as possible. Shadowing allowed me to witness directly 

how each of those whom I was following organized refugees. However, besides shadowing and 

the observant participation, I heavily used another method as well: dialoguing. 
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Dialoguing 

During shadowing, it is not always clear what is taking place. Sometimes, I needed the help of the 

shadowee to explain to me what was actually happening. Knowing English, Swedish and Bulgarian 

helped me to talk to people. When necessary, when I wanted to find out more about what was 

going on, I was asking questions and conducting dialogues straight away. Dialogues are the 

occasions where two people are trying to gain knowledge and understanding on whatever topic 

that is being discussed. Freire (2000: 17) argues that a dialogue is “a way of knowing and should 

never be viewed as a mere tactic to involve (interlocutors) in a particular task.” Furthermore, he 

writes that a “dialogue is never an end in itself but a means to develop a better comprehension 

about the object of knowledge” (Freire, 2000: 18). 

Mishler's (1986: viii) definition of interview, “a joint product of what interviewees and 

interviewers talk about together and how they talk with each other,” applies to a dialogue as well. 

Freire (2000) urges us to recognize the social aspect of dialoguing and to avoid viewing it as a 

mere individualistic process of knowing. When I generate empirical material through dialoguing, 

it is a social play; it is a generation of narratives based on my interaction with my interlocutors. 
“To achieve this praxis, however, it is necessary to trust in the [interlocutors] and in their ability to 

reason. Whoever lacks this trust will fail to initiate (or will abandon) dialogue, reflection, and 

communication, and will fall into using slogans, communiques, monologues, and instructions” 

(Freire, 2000: 66). 

 

What Freire (2000) tells is that, if I would like to engage in a dialogue with my interlocutors, I—

as a researcher—need to be prepared to be wrong; I need to be ready to change my views. 

However, instead of being a mutual exchange of views, often, a dialogue turns more into a 

questioning that is conducted by detective-like researchers. This is perhaps in line with the naming 

of their interlocutors, by many researchers, as “informants.” When an interlocutor is given more 

room, however, there is a chance that her/his answer(s) will be in the form of narrative (Mishler, 

1986; Czarniawska, 2004b). Although I had a number of questions (e.g., Where did you start your 

journey from? Which places did you pass through? How did you travel? Who have you been in 

touch with while traveling? Who or what did you come across at different places and different 

times? Who helped you and who obstructed your efforts to move forward?), I was asking many of 

the refugees I came across, instead of bombarding them with questions right away. I was letting 

them first tell about their journey or whatever they feel has been important to them while trying to 
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get to places. I have a narrative approach to organizing which is built on the promise that people 

in organizations learn from narratives. Hence, it is important to listen to what people say. It is the 

reason why a dialogue is, as Czarniawska (2014a) calls it, “a site of narrative re-production”; and, 

the main aim of a dialogue should be to elicit narratives. While some of my interlocutors came 

with a narrative, others lacked a plot in whatever they were telling me about; while some were 

chronological, others were more kairotic43; while some were able to tell their stories with a few 

words, others were going on and on about their issues without really having a clear structure of 

their story, jumping from one kairos to another without a clear linkage or transition between them.  

Narrating is also about how I talk to people (Flyvbjerg, 2001; Czarniawska, 2004b; Jensen 

and Sandström, 2016). Although I will—in the next chapter—explain in more detail the 

performative scientific stance I take, I can say that I, as a researcher, am interfering in the making 

of reality. To demonstrate how I interfere with the very practice(s) I study, I will share a short story 

that I call “A Capitalist Decoy.” The problem is my physical presence at the SCS and the academic 

field (or institution) to which I belong. It was the autumn of 2015. I was with a woman (in her 60s) 

from The Salvation Army and I attempted to ask her a few questions regarding their presence and 

practices at the central station: 
“Y: Hi, could I talk to you? 

F: Yes, sure. Who are you? 

Y: I am a researcher from Stockholm Business School and I conduct research about refugees.” 

 

At this moment, I am describing myself as “a researcher from Stockholm Business School.” As 

soon as I said that, however, her facial expression became loathing and she said: 
“F: Ohh... you are one of them? 

Y: What do you mean by ‘one of them,’ who are they? 

F: You are from a business school, so you are a capitalist! What kind of business do you have here? 

There are no banks nor mutual funds here.” 

 

A moment ago, I was a “researcher.” All of a sudden, I was turned into a “capitalist” by the woman 

who equated a business school to a capitalist institution; consequently, anyone who works at such 

                                                
43 Ancient Greeks had two words for time: chronos and kairos. While chronos refers to chronological or 
sequential time, kairos is a critical or opportune time for action (Greek-English Lexicon, Liddell and Scott). 
For more on chronos and kairos in organizational studies see e.g., Orlikowski and Yates (2002), 
Czarniawska (2004a) and Hoskin (2004). 
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an institution became a capitalist. I made a wide-eyed facial expression and was quite jolted by 

this portrayal, and the way some people perceive business schools and us who work at such 

institutions. 

My reply was: “I am trying to understand your frustration with business schools and 

researchers such as me, but I am not dealing with mutual funds nor do I focus on banks. My 

academic field is organizational studies and I would like to understand how the refugees are being 

organized.” After my reply to her comment, she said: “Well… then I can talk to you.” She opened 

up and shared some details about their activities with me: 
“We organize a short-term accommodation for people who will be traveling further to another 

country. They ask us about temporary accommodation possibilities. We also have some interpreters. 

We talk to people—we listen to their stories, worries, emotions and feelings. Whenever we need 

another language speaker, besides the ones present here, we call and ask for help from someone 

else. [...] You should know that The Salvation Army is active in 127 countries. We are all over the 

world and help people without reservations.” 

 

How much reservation or prejudice she had is another question, but I saw how my presence and 

actions had an impact on those I study. Regardless of whether the impact is bigger or smaller, my 

point is that my presence and what I say are not unnoticed nor passive. I am, methodologically, 

interfering with the practice I am studying. I am performing the world, sometimes smoothly and 

sometimes full of tensions (Law, 2004). Thus, I make the world as well. This short encounter made 

me realize that I—as a researcher—need to have some pretty good arsenal of explanations and 

need to try to position myself quite adaptively depending on the context I am in. Researchers 

should expect that, in certain cases, people might be suspicious of them and, consequently, that 

they might not want to talk to them. Figuratively, surviving the field is not an easy task 

(Czarniawska, 2014a). 

I had 170 dialogues with various people at various locations throughout the last five years. 

A big part of these dialogues took part during the first couple of months (September-November 

2015) of my empirical endeavors—this was when the refugee influx was quite intensive. Within 

that time frame, I had 25 recorded dialogues and more than 30 short (from 3 to 10 minutes) 

unrecorded dialogues. Many of the unrecorded dialogues occurred with little planning. After the 

influx slowed down, I was more strategic in my approach to potential interlocutors. I have a total 

of 63 recorded dialogues. Additionally, I had around 100 unrecorded dialogues with refugees, 
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volunteers, locals and officials. For example, some of the dialogues I had in Finland were not 

recorded. There, I met friends of the refugee I was visiting, and I did not record my dialogues with 

them because I did not want them to feel uncomfortable—they met me without previous 

knowledge about who I am and why I am there. My dialogues with some of the refugees in the 

Greek refugee camp were not audio recorded because, although they wanted to talk to me, they 

did not want our dialogues to be recorded, and I respected their wishes; I also did not record the 

dialogues I had with the locals in Elhovo and Harmanli, for example. Around half of my dialogues 

were from 5 to 10 minutes long, while the rest were from 1 to 2 and a half hours in length (four 

are around 2-hours long, and one is around 2 and a half hours long). In total, I have around 45 

hours of recorded dialogues. 

Most of these dialogues were face-to-face and took place at various public sites such as the 

following: SCS; MCS; Sofia, Bulgaria; Elhovo, Bulgaria; Harmanli, Bulgaria; Thessaloniki 

refugee camp, Greece; Village 2 (disguised name) refugee center, Greece; Tapio, Finland; Solna, 

Sweden; two coffee shops in the middle of Stockholm; a coffee shop in Liljeholmen, Stockholm; 

the Museum of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Antiquities; churches in Stockholm; a church in 

Eskilstuna; homes of refugees in Sweden and Finland; homes of volunteers in Bulgaria; offices of 

NGOs in Stockholm, Sweden, and Sofia, Bulgaria; and offices of business owners in Bulgaria. 

The first of these meetings was held during the autumn of 2015 and the last ones were during 2019. 

I met many of these people several times, both to continue our dialogues but also to ask additional 

questions to clarify something I found interesting or needed additional information on the matter. 

Besides public places, however, I had face-to-face dialogues with public officials in their 

offices: the Swedish Migration Agency office in Stockholm; the Stockholm Municipality office in 

the City Hall; the office of the Stockholm social services; the office of the County Administrative 

Board of Stockholm; and the headquarters of the Swedish Border Police. Most of these meetings 

took place in 2015 and 2016; however, I had meetings with government representatives in 2017 

and 2018 as well. I met many of the public officials more than once, with a year in between the 

meetings. Each of these dialogues lasted for around an hour. I also spoke to former police officers 

who spoke to me under the condition of anonymity. The information I got from refugees and 

volunteers was corroborated by them. 

Additionally, besides face-to-face dialogues, I conducted dialogues over Skype. I have 

around sixteen hours of dialogues over Skype. These dialogues' lengths are from ten minutes to 
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two-and-a-half hours. Most of these dialogues were with the refugees that I followed in Finland, 

Sweden, Germany and Greece. In the first year, I had dialogues with the refugees I followed every 

other month. Later, there were at least from two to several months' time lapse between the calls. 

However, I conducted Skype calls with representatives of NGOs in Bulgaria and in Sweden, as 

well as with EU agency officials based in other EU countries. Each of these dialogues with 

volunteers and agency officials lasted for around an hour. I kept regular contact with my 

interlocutors over various online “social media” platforms as well. 

During my dialogues, I had to make ethical decisions. As a human being, I feel sympathy 

towards refugees, but as a social scientist I tried to be neutral. I have been careful not to be too 

trusting or getting too emotional. Otherwise, I run the risk of being used by some of my 

interlocutors to boost their politics. In early November 2015, I met with the head of an agency that 

handles specific types of refugees. Our meeting took place in his office and he came personally to 

pick me up from the reception area. As soon as I entered his room, he asked me whether I had seen 

that day's news about refugees. I answered that I have not and, right away, he pulled out that day's 

newspaper44 and pointed to the front page where there was a photo of his colleagues meeting 

refugees at the central station. In the newspaper, there was a long article about their agency's role 

in welcoming refugees at the central station. I asked him how the article came about. 
“You know, they came to us from [that newspaper] and they wanted a positive story. There are too 

many negative stories related to burning refugee houses and accommodation centers... So, we 

provided them with a positive story about how we succeed in handling refugees. It's fantastic to be 

a part of what's going on right now, especially within our city.” 

 

“[N]arrators,” as Søderberg (2014: 405) notes, “may use an interviewer not only as their audience, 

but also as a potential mediator of their interpretations and their world-view.” What this means, 

for me, is that when I am getting access, I might think that I am getting access because I and my 

research are interesting to them; however, they might allow me access because they think I can 

help them—especially political interlocutors. This is something I faced frequently throughout 

many of my encounters. When I conducted dialogues with my interlocutors, I learned from what 

they shared with me. At the same time, they asked me questions with the aim to learn my 

experiences and my views. As demonstrated in the “A Capitalist Decoy” story, they were keen, in 

                                                
44 One of the largest newspapers in Sweden. 
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many cases, to get to know my stance, the discipline I belong to and also the institution which I 

represent. 

However, I was careful what I was saying to my interlocutors. For example, when refugees 

asked me about where to find a certain governmental or non-governmental institution, I directed 

them. But, when they asked me “What should I do now—should I stay here or should I continue 

to another town or a country?”, I referred them to the relevant and competent authorities or experts 

that I thought were appropriate for the specific questions they had. I, as a human being, might feel 

sympathy towards my interlocutors; however, when I listen to them and try to answer questions, 

do I promise more than I can provide? Do I give them false hopes? It also poses the question of 

whether I am an important ally of the refugees. Although I have good intentions, what happens if 

I give them the wrong advice? I answered some of their questions to the best of my knowledge, 

but I also tried to avoid sharing my opinion about certain topics. For example, in cases when they 

asked me about my opinion about the ruling class in Syria or Iraq, I have been quite vague. First 

of all, I am not a political scientist and I am not that familiar with the internal political divides 

within those countries. Second, I believe it was my intention to avoid being inserted into the 

political cause(s) of the people I am speaking to. I tried, at least at the beginning of my research, 

to sustain a neutral position; however, that has been a difficult task for me. I expressed my 

sympathy with their troubles, but I tried not to express my political views on the rulers of the 

foreign countries from which they come. Instead, I listened to their stories, trying to understand 

their point of view and opinions on the political situation in their home countries. 

Many of the ethical issues and dilemmas arise due to the relationships that are formed 

between the researcher and the researched. Such relations always involve certain emotions. In 

qualitative research, there is a power asymmetry and it is, in most cases, in favor of the researcher 

because s/he sets the agenda and the participant mainly responds to the questions (Limerick et al., 

1996; Brinkmann and Kvale, 2008). The researcher could have steering questions as well as an 

agenda that determines the way the dialogue goes. The researcher is in the driver's seat, so to speak. 

Musacchio Adorisio (2015: 79) argues that, through narrative approaches, “[w]e become even 

more of a co-producer when we begin to prompt the teller with cues, such as head nods, changes 

in posture, and utterances that direct the inquiry.” 

My epistemological stance is that it is impossible not to alter the objects of our studies. 

However, there are also dangers. One risks becoming dogmatic (Latour, 1996; Flyvbjerg, 2001). 
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I, for example, took six courses during my first year of doctoral education. That might form a 

prevailing view on the “world” or certain aspects of it; however, as a social researcher, I am not 

free of prejudice and dogmatism. Nevertheless, to avoid being dogmatic, I read different kinds of 

literature, from various disciplines and published in a variety of journals and books, that engage 

with refugees. As noted earlier (Back-and-Forth between Fields), I attended seminars and training 

organized by academia as well as civil society. Doing so allowed me, as advocated by Freire 

(2000), to be open to various truths and worldviews and to change my views if necessary. 

However, Ben-Ari and Enosh (2012) point out that the power is co-constructed by both 

parties in the process of generating the empirical material. For example, participants in my study 

practiced power in constructing the knowledge by deciding what information and details to reveal 

to me. If a refugee is a female, she might tell me a story about her travels but might avoid certain 

details. However, if the researcher is also a female and her focus is not mere organizational issues 

but rather gender issues, the female refugee might tell the female researcher a completely different 

story—for example, a story about harassment issues she might have faced during her endeavors; 

it might be other situations as well. During one of my dialogues with a refugee, when I asked about 

certain details related to how certain social services have dealt with certain requests, the refugee 

went into telling me about some other personal grievances. How did I deal with such moments? In 

that particular instance, in order to gain control of the direction in which the dialogue was heading, 

I steered the dialogue back to the topic(s) I was interested to find out about. However, sometimes, 

I faced ethical dilemmas in such situations when they shared their grievances with me. 

My basic rule was to follow the medicine maxim: Primum non nocere! (First, do no harm). 

I believe this sentiment applies equally well beyond the field of medicine. As I mentioned earlier, 

in the refugee context, harm might mean the shadowee being excluded from his group. But, there 

are also other types of harm. There are, for example, topics that are potentially sensitive and re-

traumatizing—such as sexual violence, torture and death. Researchers should try to avoid such 

topics unless they are at the core of the research itself or if the refugees want to share such stories 

by themselves. It should be the researcher's utmost responsibility to make sure her/his study does 

not harm in any way the study's participants. I came across people who have recently lost loved 

ones. In such cases, I tried to avoid topics that are not directly within the scope of my research. 

Baker et al. (2016) asks how we recognize and respond to ethically important moments in 

qualitative research. Is it important that someone like me listens to the interlocutors? How do I 
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respond to grievances and off topic dialogues? Social scientists would argue that listening to 

people's worries is an important part and they do listen to people they speak to. Such behavior by 

the researcher could be therapeutic. The feelings that go together with a person's experience (of a 

phenomenon) and their interpretation of their situation is part of the lived reality (Mol, 2002). The 

refugee is a human being with a history and problems that have occurred in his/her past and that 

might haunt him/her still. There was a refugee that I met and spoke over Skype a few times, and 

he repeated, more than once, his story about why he has been running away from his country and 

why he should be granted asylum in the country where he seeks asylum. Instead of posing him 

questions right away, I continued to let him tell me his story. Although, by then, I knew those 

stories by heart, I listened as carefully as always because it was therapeutic to him and it was also 

an entry to the dialogue. In another instance, I listened to a story where a refugee has lost a friend 

in the sea. Their boat has capsized and many, including his friend, have drowned. He told me that 

he feels sorry that he has survived and many others did not; nightmares were haunting him. In such 

situations, there is a “survivor's guilt” or survivor syndrome which befalls a person who 

experiences guilt for surviving a traumatic event while others have not. He felt agony for his 

survival. Although I am not a therapist, I tried to calm him down by saying that he has been so 

strong to survive throughout all these events and that he has a chance to respect the memory of the 

lost ones by telling their stories. 

Thus, it is important, as part of a narrative analysis (Polkinghorne, 1988; 1995)—which I 

will explain in the next chapter—to pay extra attention to the merits of the social interplay between 

the narrator and her/his interlocutors. In such cases, I offer my respect for the interlocutors' 

opinions, show sympathy for others and try to act humbly as a responsible person. I followed and 

observed refugees, and representatives of various organizations. Whenever necessary I had 

dialogues with them. My aim was to find out who/what does what, how, why and when. Next, I 

will showcase what I saw and understood regarding who or what takes part in the processes that 

make refugees. The next chapter is entirely dedicated to this. 
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Chapter 4: ENACTING REFUGEES 
 

4.1. Seeing the World: In the Field 
Any analysis, according to ANT, must include a consideration of the things and the networks of 

things that take part in the making of reality (Latour, 1996; 2005). For my research, it meant that 

I had to examine the question of what affects the events and practices that make refugees. Since 

refugees' travel can encompass vast spaces and long periods of time, what object is the refugee at 

different localities and moments? 

 Earlier I talked about translation. It is the process that makes things move, that makes 

things come alive or die. However, unlike Latour and Callon, who talk about translation, I talk 

about enactment45 (Mol, 2002). I borrow the term enactment from Mol (2002) to explain the 

process of how the objects of our research interests are being made in a certain way. Mol (2002: 

32) chooses to use the verb “enact” to refer to the process of how “things” come into being. It is 

possible, she says, that “in practice objects are enacted” (Mol, 2002: 33, 41). She defends her 

choice by saying that the word “enact” is “relatively innocent, with fewer agendas than other 

words” (Mol, 2002: 41). It is the reason why she avoids citations to this word and wants the reader 

not to be burdened with previously overloaded words but to come to this word afresh (ibid.). She 

can be forgiven for not knowing that “enactment” is one of Karl Weick's core concepts because 

she is not an organizational scholar. The reason I use Mol's enactment, instead of translation, is 

because whereas Callon (1986) talks about problematization, interessement, enrolment, and 

mobilization, I talk about coordination, distribution, and inclusion—they are the concepts that 

allow me to see different things. Additionally, while Callon's phases of translation are sequential, 

Mol's are not. In Law's (2004: 159) glossary, enactment is defined as follows: 
“The claim [is] that relations, and so realities and representations of realities...are being endlessly 

or chronically brought into being in a continuing process of production and reproduction, and have 

no status, standing, or reality outside those processes.” 

 

Enactments do not only present that which has already been done, but they also help produce 

                                                
45 I do not borrow enactment from Karl E. Weick (1979) as many organizational scholars would presume. 
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realities themselves (Law, 2004). Enactments never stop; they continue producing different 

realities that are dependent on all types of things which are themselves being enacted and re-

enacted (ibid.). Thus, I will use the term enactment to explain the processes of how the objects of 

my interest, refugees, are being made or come into being. 

My approach to study the enactments of refugees is ANT. One of the most intriguing 

aspects of ANT is its symmetrical treatment of human and non-human objects. Additionally, there 

is extra attention paid to non-human objects. Previous research has treated non-humans as “dead 

objects” and the agency has been allocated to humans only (see Jensen et al., 2009). Latour (1996) 

thinks that there is too much emphasis on the thinking and motives of the humans; we humans 

think that we are too special and the kind of agency we wield is of a type that nothing else has; 

and, the fact that nothing else has it means that everything else is just means for our purposes. 

However, according to ANT, humans are not more important than non-humans. 

Although assigning agency to non-humans might sound dehumanizing, actually it is not. 

No one is given priority in advance; it is called the principle of generalized symmetry. The objects 

do not have to be humans; they can be anything, but I describe them more or less as if they were 

humans; they do not have to be human, but they have to be anthropomorphic. It is about symmetry 

when it comes to exerting influence regardless of whether it is a border, a computer program, a 

sheet of paper or a human. Organizing practices that enact refugees are full of objects. For example, 

there are rules, regulations, routines, buildings, computers, machines, devices, text, documents and 

decisions. An enactment of a refugee could be dependent on various premises, structures, different 

technologies, decisions, various rules and regulations. Due to the participation of all types of 

objects in the enactments, Callon and Latour (1981) put forth the notion that objects are networks 

made up of heterogeneous elements; instead of claiming that agency belongs to either human 

“subjects” or non-human “objects,” ANT views agency as a result of the heterogeneous relations 

between human and non-human objects. For ANT, as noted earlier, the differences between all 

objects are produced in the network of relations and should not be presupposed. The agency 

concept allows the researcher to follow the main principle in ANT (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987) 

which states that one should not try to determine a priori who or what—whether human or non-

human object(s)—wields more agency, because they together constitute an agency. The agency is 

in the making or, to be more accurate, in the enactment. 

Besides being seen as dehumanizing, ANT has been accused of failing to address critical 
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aspects such as intentionality (see Winner, 1993). It can be argued, however, that ANT's 

conception of agency does not presuppose intentionality. Jensen et al. (2009) point out that 

properties such as intentionality, values, imagination and morality—usually associated with 

humans—are what distinguish humans from non-humans. And, as many ANT studies have shown, 

objects differ from each other (Latour, 1993; Law and Mol, 2008)—some of them are more 

powerful than others, and some are more intentional than others. Although it seems that ANT 

views human and non-human objects symmetrically, ANT assigns main characteristics to certain 

objects. 

Furthermore, Jensen et al. (2009) suggest to view the symmetry on the epistemic level 

instead of on the ontological. They argue that 

“[s]haring epistemological space with nonhumans is an empirically realist and epistemologically 

relativist position in which humans and nonhumans have, potentially, similar capabilities... In 

addition, that non-humans...might indirectly also give rise to changes in how humans ontologically 

perceive the world.” (Jensen et al., 2009: 531-532) 

 

Their view allows the human objects to be differentiated from non-human objects in terms of 

intentionality and morality. Additionally, “[h]umans have moral responsibility; nonhumans have 

not” (Jensen et al., 2009: 540). Humans are unique because of their ability to imagine, fantasize 

and project the future (Jensen et al., 2009). We know that we will eventually die. 

In the realm of reality, which is a moral realm, non-humans cannot be mediators. Even 

though humans have morals and non-humans do not, a non-human can be inscribed with morals 

and it can, in return, change the moral of a human being because people interpret things differently. 

Thus, epistemologically, non-humans can shape human reality and, thus, morals in human beings, 

their fantasies and imagination; i.e. epistemologically, a non-human (e.g., a photo or a graph) can 

change my way of viewing a refugee. Following Jensen et al.'s (2009) logic, in the realm of 

epistemology, all objects can make a difference. Hence, it is important not to assign identities and 

not to ignore the role of the non-humans a priori. 

Allowing a human sentiment in the form of morals to have a possible epistemological 

meaning—that can be on a sheet of paper or a text, and, thus, a non-human—is a way to understand 

the agency of the non-humans. Hence, a paper or a text with inscribed morals can be mediators 



 62 

because it can influence other objects they associate with. In such cases, epistemologically 

speaking, there would be a complete symmetry between humans and non-humans. Although there 

is an ontological difference between humans and non-humans per se, I am ontologically concerned 

with two things in this dissertation: 1) epistemologically, humans and non-humans (e.g., such as a 

text, a paper, a device) can change morals, fantasies and imaginations in human beings, i.e. change 

humans' worldview and moral character; and 2) I have a responsibility as an academic and as a 

human being towards vulnerable people. 

Mol (1999; 2002) does not change ontology in terms of imagination, fantasy and morals 

which, as argued, are still things that humans wield. Although she calls it “ontological politics,” 

throughout her book, Mol (2002) still writes “reality” multiplies, not “ontology” multiplies. Thus, 

it is not about ontology, but rather it is about efforts to change the “world”, i.e. reality. Following 

this logic, instead of calling it “ontological politics,” I call it, for practical reasons, reality politics. 

Enactment is a practice and practice itself is enacted. In practice, there is a symmetrical relation 

between humans and non-humans. In the epistemological realm, how the “world” changes or 

unfolds is dependent on humans and non-humans. And, while the way reality unfolds is a political 

process where humans and non-humans interfere, reality politics enables imagining other 

possibilities. Following my earlier argument about the epistemological agency of non-humans, 

enactment is on an epistemological level, while multiplicity is on a reality level. Hence, to 

reemphasize, it is the reality that multiplies not the ontology. 

An object may or may not wield an agency in any given space or at any given time. In 

order for me to know whether an object wields an agency or not, I need to look at whether that 

object does anything to other objects (with which it interacts)—whether it changes the other 

objects. It is the reason why Latour (2005) set up two terms—intermediary and mediator—to 

explain the distinction. An intermediary, in Latour's (2005: 39) vocabulary, “is what transports 

meaning or force without transformation: defining its inputs is enough to define its outputs.” Thus, 

although a part of a network, an object—human and non-human—that is not able to exercise 

agency and become more influential is called intermediary. It can be seen as a black box that only 

transports whatever is inscribed into it. Although, internally, the black box consists of many parts, 

it can be counted as one. A mediator, on the other hand, cannot be viewed as just one. A mediator 

can be counted “for one, for nothing, for several, or for infinity” (ibid.). While intermediaries 

transport meaning without transformation, mediators “transform, translate, distort, and modify the 
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meaning of the elements they are supposed to carry” (ibid.) and the other objects with whom they 

interact. Additionally, whereas with an intermediary, I can predict the output by knowing the input, 

with a mediator, the input is not a reliable indicator of its output. Thus, every time, its specificity 

must be taken into consideration. A mediator, explained differently, is something—human or non-

human—that has an influence. By following Latour's (2005) thoughts, it is fair to say that while 

mediators wield an agency, intermediaries are not able to do so, or their agency is “silenced.” 

It should be noted, however, that while being a mediator in certain situations, an object can 

be an intermediary in others. This also indicates that, although for certain time, intermediaries 

become (or seem) stable and, therefore, do not change (i.e. have become blackboxed). Mediators, 

however, are a different kind of objects: they do change things through the process of translation 

or, as I earlier indicated, enactment. Oftentimes, there is a “battle” going on between objects that 

fight for influence because they want to become or remain as mediators. In order to remain as 

mediators, however, objects need to be active within the relations and constantly try to build new 

associations with other objects (Law and Singleton, 2005). It takes much work and struggle to keep 

them stable (Law and Singleton, 2005; Jensen and Sandström, 2019). This involves new 

negotiations and renegotiations, and they happen, again, through additional enactments. 

Next, to demonstrate what kind of objects partake in the enactments of refugee realities, 

how these enactments happen, how the asymmetrical distribution of agency (Law, 2004) takes 

place and how refugees and practitioners shift between different realities, I will use four stories 

from my empirical material. Each one will showcase different objects that partake in the 

enactments of various refugee realities. The last story is mainly to emphasize how practitioners 

shift between realities and that, if researchers would like to study multiplicity, they should also 

learn to do so. 

 

Incarceration within Invisible Walls 
In January 2017, I visited a refugee center in Greece. Refugees have been placed in a hotel that 

was turned into a refugee accommodation facility. There, I visited a refugee whom I met at another 

Greek refugee camp near Thessaloniki four months earlier (September 2016). Within those four 

months, we had regular dialogues over different online media. During my second visit to Greece 
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(January 2017), that refugee was accommodated at a new venue: a “refugee hotel”46. It was located 

just at an offshoot of a motorway between two villages (their names are disguised): “village 1” 

(which is around two kilometers eastward) and “village 2” (which is around six kilometers 

westward). 

The refugee hotel was a two-story building full with rooms on each floor. The reception 

area had a small dining area and one room organized for kids to play. Outside the hotel, there was 

a fenced parking lot with several apple trees and conifers making a shade on a sunny day. Around 

the hotel (almost 360 degrees), there were only agricultural fields. 
“Look at us,” sighs while putting his hands up in the air, “we are cut off from the world, we are in 

the middle of nowhere. This is very depressing because we do not have proper access to other people 

from the society here. We do not visit anyone [outside these premises] and there is no one who 

comes to visit us besides the two workers from [village 2]. And, they only come because they are 

paid to do so—it's their job. The rest of the society here does not care about us. They only think we 

are taking their [tax] money. I do not feel good. It feels really bad.” 

 

In this short story, depression is part of being a refugee. Not having proper access to the rest of the 

local society is something which makes this refugee feel bad about himself and the situation in 

which he finds himself. As we sat in the parking lot outside the building, there were young couples 

walking around the fence that surrounds the building. 
“The [walking around the building] is what we do often, or, at least, those who are young and in 

love [laughs]. They hold hands and walk around. You cannot do much here. But you cannot go 

anywhere else either. As you can see, there is no one who will stop you from traveling around but 

where can we go? There are no guards here but we are still detached from the rest of the world. We 

are isolated here. It's like a prison with invisible fences.” 

 

The lack of work or other daily activities enhances the feelings of being isolated and imprisoned. 

He continued to tell me about moments of his life there: 
“We do grocery shopping and buy other stuff in [village 2]. The nearest village—[village 1]—is 2 

km away eastwards but there are no big grocery shops there. So, we go to [village 2] because the 

bigger shops are cheaper and have a wider variety of groceries... To reach [village 2], we use a bus 

that goes by our road every 30 minutes on weekdays. It costs 2 EUR in one direction; thus, 4 EUR 

                                                
46 This is the term I developed. I will mention this place more than once in other stories. This nickname 
makes a strong contrast between this facility and the other where its residents (i.e. refugees) were located 
earlier. 
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for a round trip [to village 2].” I asked him whether there are refugees walking the distance and his 

reply was: “Yes, sometimes, there are some of us who try to go by foot in order to save money, but, 

then, the risk of accidents on the road is bigger. As you can see,” pointing to the nearby road, “we 

cannot easily reach [village 2] by foot since there is no pedestrian walkway alongside the motor 

road. If you walk on the agricultural field, your shoes will be all stuck in mud. I guess it will be fine 

during the summer time, but now it is too muddy.” 

 

Later, he took me to his room where I met his wife and their youngest daughter. He had two sons 

and two daughters with him in Greece. I met his older daughter and his two sons during my 

previous visit (September 2016) at another location. At the time of my second visit (January 2017), 

the boys were five and six years old, while the older daughter was three years old and the youngest 

one was nine weeks old. The family lived in a room on the second floor of the refugee hotel, where 

they had four single beds packed like sardines in a can; there was no space between the beds, they 

looked like they were glued to one another. “My wife fed the baby. [My daughter] needs to sleep 

now,” he said to me. Then, he took his daughter in his arms and started swaying her while singing 

a song. I did not understand the lyrics of his song since it was in Arabic. At the same time, he 

spoke to me as well: 
“I try to help my wife. I do not have much to do here, so I try to find activities to fill in the time; it 

passes so slowly. It's good that I am communicative and I know many of the people who reside in 

this ‘hotel’ but there are those who have it even harder—they are very quiet and just sit the entire 

day without much interaction with anyone.” 

 

Being a refugee involves finding something to do in order to ease the passing of the time. “Killing 

time” is a major part of the daily lives of refugees. It also involves being a parent, singing and 

taking care of children. A refugee can be a communicative or a silent person. What is at stake here 

is finding something to do or become depressed due to the daily boredom. 

They did not have kitchens in their rooms. There was a kitchen behind the reception on the 

first floor but it was not operational; it was only being used to distribute already-cooked food. The 

food preparation was outsourced to a kitchen in “village 2.” The pre-cooked food—breakfast, 

lunch and dinner—was being delivered every day and then distributed in the reception area. 
“The food is good on Sundays but, during the rest of the week, I don’t like the food—not my taste. 

But, what can we do? Since we cannot cook for ourselves, we have to eat whatever they give us. 

Otherwise, starve.” 
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Here is a refugee that lacks the means for cooking such as stoves, ovens and kitchen utensils. It is 

a matter of being fed or staying hungry. According to political science, the refugee is a 

humanitarian case that requires feeding and shelter. Nowadays, humanitarian aid includes 

provision of food, water, shelter, education, health care and protection (CGD, 2015). In addition, 

it includes cash and vouchers that constitute around 6% of the total humanitarian spending (ibid.). 

The main aim of humanitarian aid is to save lives, relieve suffering and uphold human dignity. 

He showed me his balcony which was used mainly to dry laundry and store items. On the 

balcony, there was a small silver-colored gas tank: 
“This”, pointing to the gas tank, “is very important to me. I prepare my coffee on this. And, 

sometimes, boil some water for tea. It's a lifesaver, really,” uttered with a smile on his face. 

 

A refugee is a person who eats food, drinks coffee and tea and has or lacks social relations. The 

refugee is being enacted in the garden outside the hotel, on the balcony, and in the reception area. 

The process of enacting a refugee involves people distributing food, people holding hands, a gas 

tank. Without the gas tank, he is risking becoming a person who lacks a possibility of satisfying 

some of his basic human needs. In this instance, “it's a lifesaver”; he is metaphorically humanizing 

the gas tank; he ascribes agency to it and, thus, turns it into a mediator. 

When the refugee adds depression to the enactment, the refugee becomes a depressed 

person—he turns into a different refugee than the one he was before adding the depression. The 

meaning which the person gives to his daily life couples with the practical matters emanating from 

such a living. In this story, being a refugee is not merely the physical reality of a person but it also 

involves walking, paying for bus tickets and using buses or their own legs in order to reach places. 

Yes, my interlocutor is also a self-ethnographer (Mol, 2002). But he not only explains his feelings; 

he explains to me how exactly a refugee is being enacted in practice. Although he tells stories of 

certain events, the stories of these events enact material and active reality. The refugee is a person 

that walks around a building, one that sits on his balcony and brews coffee, one that takes care of 

his kids, seeks shelter, communicates with others or keeps quiet. 

This story tells me that living in such a place comes with different obstacles. It requires 

effort to get to places or do certain daily activities (such as grocery shopping, for example) which 

sometimes people take for granted. There are certain limitations such as geographical and 
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economic ones impairing the movement of a person located there. It is not only about their feelings, 

but also about the events in their daily lives and what they go through on a daily basis. In 

Borderlands, the anthropologist Agier (2016) demonstrates through the materiality of borders and 

walls—tools that are meant to divide, block, and confine—how refugees are both inside and 

outside of official national spaces. He draws attention to the social relations that emerge in these 

dynamic places where the new kind of subject—the border-dweller—becomes both included and 

excluded from the society s/he wants to reach and live in. At the same time, borders force people 

to experience difference, to feel different from others, and learn and adapt to the newness and the 

way of life of other people (Agier, 2016). Similar to Agier's (2016) “border-dweller,” the refugees 

in this story are involuntarily confined. Although without visible walls, they feel like they live in 

a “gated community.” However, the problem with this gated community is that they are not the 

ones trying to isolate themselves from the rest of the society but rather the rest of the society is 

keeping them away from themselves. They lack the means to travel and move around; they lack 

the means to access the society they would like to live in or with. It is a matter of feeling like a 

part of the community, or someone that everyone else wants to stay away from; it is a matter of 

feeling like someone contributing to the society or someone who is just a burden; it is a matter of 

being excluded from or included in society. I will later (in Showable vs. Unshowable—Life in 

Limbo) revisit this in order to demonstrate how these conditions make the refugees “invisible”. 

This was a story where I showed how a refugee enacts the involuntarily confined refugee 

(i.e. “border-dweller”) where the physical distance and the lack of financial resources keep him 

away from the rest of the society. Despite these obstacles, the refugee is still a mediator; he is the 

one enacting while including or excluding all types of objects to do so. The question, then, is 

whether it is possible to enact a refugee without him/her being so active. In the next two stories 

(Alive, Dead, and the Non-humans; Sheep vs. Wolf), I will answer this question. 

 

Alive, Dead, and the Non-humans 
Although in the previous story, the refugee is talking about feelings and meanings, we are not 

deprived of the physical reality. It is there—the bodies, the gas tank, the balcony, the neighbors, 

the food; but also, there is the lack of the ability to cook yourself and move outside the “hotel's” 

premises. It is not only interpretations; it is also something which one lives with. In the following 

story, I will use different short stories—from Greek islands and the Aegean Sea—to show how, 
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besides refugees, others can also take charge of the enactments. In the first short story, someone 

else (a police officer) joins the process of enacting a refugee. An Iraqi refugee who is in his mid-

twenties tells me about events after his arrival at a Greek island: 
“After our boat trip, we reached one of the Greek islands nearby Turkey and walked across the 

island to reach the local police station. We had information from the internet that we need to register 

at the police station in order to get papers that will allow us to move further in our journey... We 

are in the police station and give information to the police officer: 

Police officer (P): What's your name? Refugee (R): My name is ‘so and so’. 

P: What is your country of origin? R: I come from Iraq. 

P: When were you born? R: I was born in 1990.” 

 

So, how is the refugee enacted? A refugee must be present in person in the police station in order 

to give the required details. However, the person is not enacting the refugee alone; and neither is 

the police officer. In order for the refugee enactment to take place, there needs to be an interaction 

between the person who claims to be a refugee and the police officer who poses questions and 

writes down the answers. Without the person entering the police station and providing the details, 

the police officer cannot issue the necessary document; he cannot enact a refugee. At the same 

time, without the police officer who takes the details and registers (administers) them, the person 

entering the police station is useless when it comes to the enactment of a refugee at that locality. 

Until he enters the police station and gives the required details to the police officer, the refugee is 

“unregistered,” thus illicit or even criminal. In the police station, another refugee reality is being 

enacted, one that is registered and licit. There, two people—a person who claims to be a refugee 

and a police officer—are needed to enact a refugee. Besides the person and the police officer, there 

are papers, pens and printing machines involved in the enactment of the refugee. There is an 

exchange (of details) and administration that is necessary to take place in order for that enactment 

to happen and for the new refugee to emerge. Both the police officer and the refugee are mediators 

in this short story; they both act together and enact the “new”—registered and licit—refugee. 

What is at stake here is getting registered as a refugee, which would allow that person to 

get a document enabling him/her to move forward or not. By law, not getting registered means 

being qualified as an illicit object (e.g., a smuggler; trespasser); it means not getting the necessary 

documents from the police authority which results in not being able to get on the boat that takes 
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people further to Athens or Thessaloniki47. This means being stuck on that Greek island or even 

getting returned to the country where the person has been before getting to the Greek island—in 

this case, Turkey. 

But there might also be others involved in such an enactment, not only two people and the 

supporting objects. The same refugee tells me about another event in the same locality, at the same 

police station and the same island but, this time, there are two refugees, friends entering the police 

station together: 
“This is my friend, who is also from Iraq… He cannot speak English. I had to help him out at the 

[Greek] police station. We entered together and I helped him give his details to the police [on the 

Greek island]. I acted as his interpreter. I did the same for other people as well. I like to help. There 

were many people there who cannot speak Western languages.” 

 

A refugee can be without knowledge on foreign languages. S/he can also be mute, deaf or blind. 

Linguistics says that language can be a barrier. Thus, an interpreter is necessary. The person who 

acts as an interpreter can tell me the story about a refugee without her/him being there but cannot 

make the interpreting without her/him being present at the police station (on the Greek island). 

The enactment of a refugee cannot take place without the person who needs to be enacted as a 

refugee being there. But, in this case, even the presence of the police officer and the person who 

claims to be a refugee is not enough. The enactment involves one more person—the interpreter—

to enter the scene; the enactment involves various things—such as another person, language skills, 

ability to speak, documents, ink and printing machines—that come together and act. “Events,” as 

Mol (2002: 25) argues, “are made to happen by several people and lots of things. Words participate 

too. Paperwork. Rooms, buildings.” These objects can be attended to or can be put aside (for the 

moment), depending on the situation and the aim of the story. In this short story, while the 

interpreter, the language skills and the police officer are mediators, the refugee is an intermediary 

because, although he is there, his agency in the enactment is “silenced”; the agency is with the 

mediators (i.e. the police officer, the language skills and the interpreter). 

Thus far, I showed that there are several different ways of enacting refugees. People need 

to be present at certain places such as police stations, and a police officer and a person who claims 

to be a refugee need to communicate somehow. Sometimes, that communication happens through 

                                                
47 Athens and Thessaloniki are two of Greece's major seaports where the refugees (on the Greek islands) 
were being transported to in 2015 and 2016. 
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interpreters with language skills. There are questions being asked, answers being delivered, 

interpretations being made, details are being put down on a piece of paper and documents being 

printed. There, however, are enactments that happen without asking questions or writing details 

down on a piece of paper. The next short story with a fisherman provides an example: 
“For me, it's, most of the time, easy to spot the refugees not just because of my good eyesight. [The 

refugees] are in small boats and they wear orange vests. So, it's very easy to distinguish whether 

they are tourists or refugees. Tourists usually do not wear orange vests, and even if they do, they 

would not be so many on a small boat nor would they be fully dressed. So, as soon as I see a small 

boat packed with people fully dressed and wearing orange vests, I know there is something wrong; 

they most likely are refugees.” 

 

In this short story, the combination of fully dressed people, wearing orange vests, on a crowded 

small boat is what distinguishes refugees from the other things in the sea. They are not regular 

swimmers nor tourists who do sightseeing in the sea. They are people who try to reach a certain 

shore by utilizing a small boat; they are on an overcrowded boat and are wearing life vests. It is a 

matter of life and death: wearing a life jacket might be the difference between surviving and 

drowning. 

Additionally, the fisherman's short story demonstrates that, in order to enact a refugee, 

there needs to be a living refugee(s). This, however, might not always be the case. I will 

demonstrate what I mean through a short story with a student (a former lifeguard) who has 

volunteered on a Greek island. 
“After I saw the TV news and what is happening on the shores of the Greek islands, I decided to try 

to help these people. It turned out that many of these people do not know how to swim and are 

drowning although they might be so close to the coast. I was there for two weeks and we were saving 

people on a daily basis… Sometimes, there were refugees who have drowned and their bodies were 

washed out on the beach... Nothing can prepare you for this—to see people dying or already dead. 

No matter how much experience you have, when you come across such things, it gets you... These 

were horrible scenes and those images will not leave my mind, but I believe it was better to go there 

and try to help than sit at home and watch their pain from a distance… We were taking out to the 

shore those bodies we found floating in the sea surface, and informing the local authorities such as 

the police to deal with them further. We were putting sheets on top of their bodies before the 

authorities arrived to take them to morgues or a place where they store the bodies before 

burying/burning them. You do not want kids or other people to see dead bodies lying around on the 
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beach—it traumatizes people. The living ones, we saved, were taken to the shore but then the other 

volunteers were taking the relay and trying to help them further with whatever their needs were.” 

 

Enacting a refugee provokes feelings and emotions; however, feelings and emotions belong not 

only to the refugees themselves but also to the people who try to help them. Their feelings and 

emotions are part of what drives them to get involved in the practices that enact refugees. Thus, 

enacting a refugee involves volunteers who feel compassion and who can swim. Private 

individuals that organize themselves on their own initiatives play a major role in alleviating human 

suffering. Jasper (1998) argues that motivation for volunteers to help refugees is reinforced due to 

the establishment of affective and emotional bonds developed by contact with refugees. 

Individuals engage in solidarity initiatives with refugees and their decisions to do so are grounded 

in humanity, outrage and compassion (Jasper, 1998, 2011; Goodwin et al., 2004), which Jasper 

(2011: 3) defined as “moral emotions” that consist of “feelings of approval and disapproval based 

on moral intuitions and principles, as well as the satisfactions we feel when we do the right (or 

wrong) thing, but also when we feel the right (or wrong) thing, such as compassion for the 

unfortunate or indignation over injustice.” 

Besides a living thing, a refugee can also be a dead body that is scary and potentially 

traumatizing. Listening to people's stories allows enacting the material and active refugee (cf. Mol, 

2002). The key is in the practice(s) that deals with dead bodies. It lacks a beating heart but the 

physical body of flesh is there. It is an enactment of a refugee that involves a dead body washed 

up on a shore or floating in the sea. An alive body requires attention but so does a dead body. Both 

are attended by certain other people—living ones are attended by volunteers, while the dead ones 

are attended by other volunteers and certain authorities such as police, for example. While one is 

given food and a blanket to warm up, the other one is covered with a sheet. 

The refugee is an assemblage involving a living person who is drowning, or a dead body 

floating in the waters or washed up on the seashore. However, is the human body—regardless of 

living or dead—necessary to be present in order to enact a refugee? Consider the following short 

story from the same lifeguard: 
“The beaches were full with life vests left behind by those who have already passed through there, 

or washed ashore. As soon as I saw [life vests] on the beach, I knew there have been or were refugees 

there… But it's not only life vests which tell me of refugees. It can also be washed ashore shoes… 

who goes to swim with his shoes on?” 
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A left-behind life vest or a washed ashore shoe(s) can also be enacted as a refugee. The refugee's 

body is not needed in such an enactment. This short story also tells us something about where the 

enactment takes place. The locality matters as well. Why? Because if one comes across things such 

as a life vest or a shoe on a street, one might not enact them as a refugee. Coming across to them 

on a (Greek) beach, however, enacts a refugee. The enactment on the beach involves not only the 

absence of people and presence of left-behind orange life vests and shoes but also the volunteer's 

assessment or interpretation of the left-behind objects: “As soon as I see life vest or ...shoes, I know 

there have been or are refugees here.” 

These short stories enable me to argue that it is not always necessary to have a human being 

present in order to enact a refugee. Sometimes, a refugee can be enacted through non-human 

objects. Why does this matter? Because, finding washed ashore shoes or a life-vest might signal 

to authorities that there might have been people whose boat has capsized, and might trigger them 

to conduct a search and rescue operation. It might be a matter of being searched and found, or left 

behind to die or already dead. 

But, the dresses and other “directly visible” objects might not be the only way to enact a 

refugee. Enacting a refugee could be possible through other objects as well. I refer to the same 

fisherman from earlier: 
“Since I have experience for quite a while now, I can tell you when there are refugees approaching 

our island even without a direct sight. They usually arrive very early in the morning and their boats 

have this bobbing sound of a small motor... One early morning, the sea was so tranquil that I could 

hear the sound of their motor from far away and I immediately knew that [refugees] were coming. 

Fishermen's boats have a different sound. We [the fishermen] got used to these types of sounds and, 

now, we can easily tell you when there is a boat with refugees approaching even before you see 

them with your eyes...” 

 

In this short story, a refugee is enacted through the sound of a boat. It is a “bobbing sound of a 

small motor.” The enactment of a refugee happens even without people being on the horizon—

there is no direct sight of the people nor the boat they are on, nor a material object such as a shoe 

or a vest. 
“...Several minutes later, there they were on the horizon. I believe it was around 6 a.m. They were 

on a small boat. There were around 20 of them on the boat all waving their hands.” 
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Several minutes later, as we can read, the sound is replaced or rather, shall I say, complemented 

by a direct sight of the boat and the people on it who are waving their hands. At one moment, a 

refugee is only a sound, at another, a refugee is a sound and a visual. It is also important to note 

the time. It is six o’clock in the morning, which might mean that there are not many people and 

boats in the sea at that time. That allows easier detection of the sounds and their distinction. At 

another time during the day, it might not be that easy to detect the “bobbing sound” and, 

consequently, to detect the refugees. 

“To be is not only to be represented, to be known, but also to be enacted in whichever 

imaginable other way” (Mol, 2002: 55). On a beach of a Greek island's shore, the refugee is a left-

behind orange life vest, a shoe, a sound of motor or a dead body, while in the Greek police station, 

a refugee is a person who gives details to a police officer by herself/himself or with the help of an 

interpreter. It is quite vital to point out that, in such cases, the representational part is not brushed 

aside. Instead, it is incorporated into the practices, and it is combined with other practices. The 

enactment in the police station involves representational activities of writing things down on a 

piece of paper, entering details onto a database, taking pictures and printing temporary 

identification documents. It also involves a computer, printer and ink. Additionally, it involves 

inquiry (sometimes through an interpreter): questions are being asked, answers being delivered 

and interpretation is being made. While, sometimes, the refugee is a mediator, at other times, the 

refugee is turned into an intermediary. Sometimes, his “voice” might be “silenced,” and he might 

not be able to influence what happens to him. 

 

Sheep vs. Wolf 

Thus far, I showed that enacting a refugee requires different objects and certain proximity to the 

object that is enacted as a refugee. For example, sometimes, there is either a body (dead or alive) 

that is visible in combination with other non-human objects. However, is it also possible to enact 

a refugee without a direct vision nor being close enough to hear a sound? The following story from 

the Bulgarian-Turkish border area will try to answer this question. 

A refugee from Afghanistan who has crossed the Turkish-Bulgarian border without being 

detected or caught by the Border Police described to me how that has happened: 
“It was night time. Once we reached a place that is a couple of kilometers away from the border, 

[the smuggler] offloaded us from the cars and said that we need to walk now. The smuggler was 

first and was leading. We had to keep up with his pace. It was scary to cross the border during night 
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time. We all laid down in some bushes and the fear was engulfing us all. We were like a flock of 

sheep staying low in the bushes with a wolf [the wolf = the border control] lurking around—we just 

do not want to alarm [the wolf]... [The smuggler] told us to keep quiet, so none of us was saying 

anything, just following the one in front of you. After a 20-30 minutes walk, we reached an area 

with trees and saw the border fence at a not-so-long distance... I could tell because it was made up 

of a silver wire and was visible because of a moonlight. We went through a crack in the wire fence. 

We were on the other side of the border, however our worries weren’t over. From that moment on, 

we started running—the smuggler was first, again, and we just followed. Luckily, none of us was 

lost in that run. All of us made it. However, you cannot run like this, if you have children with you.” 

 

Sørensen and Gammeltoft-Hansen (2012: 1) argue that migration and refugees have “become 

business, big business... it has become impossible to speak of human mobility without also 

speaking of the [refugees] industry.” This is an enormous industry involving governmental, non-

governmental, legal and illegal organizations, individuals, and non-humans. One of the illegal 

aspects involved in this industry are the smugglers. The enactment of the refugee, in this short 

story, involves rushing people led by a smuggler. Metaphorically, there are a “flock of sheep” and 

a “lurking wolf,” fear, a wire border fence and moonlight that makes it easier to see. What is at 

stake in this short story is Europe's border control. At this instance, the illegal business and the 

illegal crossing refugee realities win, while the border security reality loses. It is a matter of being 

caught by the border police or passing through the fence. It depends on the crack in the fence, the 

visibility due to the moonlight, a guiding smuggler, the speed of movement (running) and the 

ability to remain quiet. All these are assembled at that place at that moment—at a border during a 

night time—in order to enact the “successful” refugee reality; without all these things, the “flock 

of sheep” can be caught by the “lurking wolf” and not succeed in their efforts to cross the border. 

Here is one more short story (at the same border but with another refugee) that is a 

“success” for the refugee who crosses the border illegally and a “failure” for Europe's border 

security. 
“We got information [from our smugglers] that there will be a fog soon. It's much easier for us to 

cross the border when it's foggy. The border police cannot see us that easily... When [the smugglers] 

called us, we were ready. When we met [the smugglers], they instructed us where to go and which 

point we needed to cross through, when and how. First of all, we needed to wear dark clothes, 

preferably black, nothing shiny. The shoes were also very important. We had one guy who had sports 

shoes that had reflective stripes—this was not allowed by the ‘rules of the game’. He had to find 

other shoes. The same applies to clothes as well. You do not want to flash out just like that to anyone 
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that is looking for you... Another thing we were instructed was to switch off our phones completely. 

You do not want your phone to start ringing or start getting messages in the middle of the crossing. 

There was, however, always a risk that we’ll be caught.” 

 

This is a short story about the “invisible” refugee that is similar to the “sheep” that is trying to 

evade being detected and caught by the “wolf” in the previous short story. In order to succeed, 

there is a reliance on fog and on specific clothing. The refugee becomes “invisible” through the 

presence of fog and turned-off telephones, and the use of different objects such as certain types of 

clothes and shoes. In addition, there are detailed instructions (how and where to cross) from the 

smuggler because, unlike in the previous story, the smuggler is not with the people throughout the 

crossing. The refugees need to somehow memorize the given instructions. Without following the 

“rules of the game,” the illegal border crosser is in danger and the possibility of getting caught is 

more likely; they might lose the “game” and, instead of success for them, it might turn into a 

success for border control. 

These are “success” stories but they are successful for the refugees crossing the borders 

and their smugglers. At the same time, they are a failure for Europe's security and border control. 

But that is not always the case. The following is when I was in Harmanli, Bulgaria, with a couple 

of refugees from Afghanistan who have tried to cross the Turkish-Bulgarian border illicitly but 

have been caught by the Bulgarian border police. 
“We were unlucky; some of our countrymen went through [Bulgaria] without being caught. We used 

some of the same paths which were described to us by the people who have been through these paths 

already. We had the GPS48 coordinates of the points which we needed to follow. But, [the border 

police] have seen us via [motion] sensors. If only there weren’t these sensors, we would have 

crossed through easily.” 

 

This “if only... these sensors” statement is quite major. The Bulgarian border with Turkey is 269 

kilometers long, so it cannot be manned all the way through. There are also rivers along the border. 

In the last 6 years (2014-2019), Bulgaria installed cameras and motion sensors and extended a wire 

fence to keep out persons from illegal entry into the EU (EP, 2019). The Bulgarian border police 

rely not only on their “bare” eyes but also on ground surveillance systems, such as motion sensors 

                                                
48 Global Positioning System (GPS) is a satellite-based radionavigation system. 
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and radars that are installed throughout the borderline. What do the border police say about such 

encounters? 
“[The refugees] think that the border police will not see them in foggy weather and, usually, try to 

cross the border when there is a fog or during night time. We, however, do not rely merely on our 

‘first set of eyes’. Infrared thermal imaging cameras are our ‘second set of eyes’. Since [the thermal 

cameras] produce an image that depicts objects by utilizing their temperature rather than the visible 

properties, we are able to see [the refugees]. We do not need an illumination to see [the refugees]. 

[The thermal surveillance system] works very well during day and night, even in foggy weather”—

a border police officer. 

 

A new object—infrared thermal imaging camera—joins the enactment. Instead of light, the 

thermal imaging relies on heat that enables the person looking at the images on the screens from 

the cameras to detect humans, animals and vehicles (that usually have higher temperature than 

their environments) at a long range. From a materialistic or non-anthropocentric (Knappett and 

Malafouris, 2008) standpoint, technology is the one that wields power and agency, while the border 

police officers are viewed as intermediaries. From a sociological standpoint, it is vice versa. 

However, is it that simple? To understand what is behind the enactment of the refugee, I need to 

escape the assumption that it is either the person (the police officer) or the technology that enacts 

refugees. It is a complex situation where it is not possible (or difficult) to say, a priori, who is 

enacting and who is not. Sometimes, the refugees are colliding with other objects, sometimes they 

are in collaboration with them and sometimes they are escaping them. Instead of trying to decide 

in advance who is acting, I should rather go out in the field and try to find out (Latour, 2005). And 

I did so. 

The border police officers no longer rely only on their bare eyes or ears. At that place—the 

surveillance center or the border police car that is equipped with such thermal imaging surveillance 

systems—the illumination (daylight or fogless weather) is not needed. The close proximity, as in 

previous short stories, is not necessary. The border police officers, as shown on Depiction 1, have 

non-humans (such as infrared thermal imaging cameras, for example) at their disposal that assist 

them in seeing, from a long distance, what is out there. But this seeing is not happening by itself; 

it is possible through the cameras that detect and distinguish objects based on their body 

temperatures and screens that visualize what is being captured by the infrared thermal cameras. In 

thermal imaging, the brighter colors (red, orange, and yellow) display warmer temperatures while 
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purple, dark blue and black display cooler temperatures. Such refugee enactments include colors 

and heat, and are only visible through screens that receive images via certain types of cameras. 

The officers see different colors and silhouettes on the screens. The refugee is a silhouette on a 

screen; a silhouette that is distinguishable through certain colors: red, purple, orange, yellow, blue, 

green, and various shades. 

 

 
Depiction 1: Dots and silhouettes. Source: Frontex's website49 

The first photo shows how a border police officer uses binoculars. The photo on the right and the 

one at the bottom show how officers work with the surveillance systems. 

                                                
49 https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/photos/ 
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Relying on Martin Heidegger, Latour (1994: 30) says that “a technology is never an instrument, a 

mere tool.” It can be said that the existence of the surveillance equipment contributes to enacting 

the refugee. Infrared thermal imaging cameras and screens enable seeing the refugee which would 

not have been possible without them. However, are the cameras and screens enough to enact a 

refugee? 

“However, you need to be trained to identify what is a human and what is not a human, on the 

screen. Border control professionals who work with such equipment are trained to identify and 

differentiate objects they see on the screen. Therefore, they are able to handle the situations during 

night and low-visibility. There are often cases where our cameras catch an object or a movement 

but that object turns out to be an animal. So, in order not to waste resources by sending a patrol to 

check it out every time, you need to have people behind the screens who can differentiate what is a 

potential illegal crosser and what is another object such as an animal, for example”—a border 

police officer. 

 

For the border police, the refugee is an “illegal border crosser.” Besides cameras and screens, such 

a refugee enactment requires trained professionals as well. Training is important in such cases. 

There are refugees and there are animals or other objects such as vehicles that move or have a 

higher temperature than their surroundings. Without the trained professional(s) to read what is on 

the screen, the enactment of the refugee would not be possible or, in the best of circumstances, it 

will not be correct. It will also cause economic issues—a waste of resources for trying to stop an 

object that is not a potential “illegal border crosser.” This will lead to lack of resources somewhere 

else where there might be a real need for such patrol checks. 

Cameras' and screens' roles might be different and more or less active depending on the 

situation. In some cases, they might be intermediaries, and in others they might be mediators. 
“If l define you by what you have [the cameras and the screens], and by the series of associations 

that you enter into when you use what you have [when you turn on the equipment and zoom in], 

then you are modified by the [surveillance equipment]—more so or less so, depending on the weight 

of the other associations that you carry.” (Latour, 1994: 33) 

 

The officer with a surveillance system is a different object than the one without it. The possession 

of the surveillance system transforms the officer who has it. S/he is no longer an-officer-relying-

on-bare-eyes, s/he is someone-with-a-surveillance-system, directing it and controlling it. 

However, this relationship between the surveillance system and the officer is both ways, i.e. 
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surveillance systems can make officers do things, and officers can make surveillance systems do 

things. Although officers do things, (material) objects enable other objects to do (those) things. 

Thus, the surveillance systems operated by an officer is a different object than it used to be without 

him operating it. It is no longer a surveillance-system-in-a-room; it is a surveillance-system-in-

someone's-hands. 

I was showed how such a system works, to see whether I can work with the equipment and 

distinguish between the different things on the screens: 
“Here, look at this,” a border control officer says to me, while pointing to a screen, “these red dots 

on the screen are the people trying to cross the border... And here, these things”, pointing to another 

screen, “are a flock of boars. See the difference?”, he asked me. 

 

The refugees are “red dots” on the surveillance screens of the border police. I was not able to 

distinguish that on my first try. Their reddish color indicated that they had warmer temperature 

and I thought they were living objects but they were just reddish dots with weird shapes, and they 

could have been any living being or any object with a higher temperature than its surrounding. But 

then he continued: 
“Let me show you another example. Look at this one,” pointing to another thermal image, “do you 

see the refugee now?”, he asked me. I gazed at the image and started seeing something which is 

different from the rest of the objects on the image. Then, he zoomed into it and, while pointing to it, 

said: “[t]his body shape, right here.” Then things became more lucid. “Yes, I see them now,” I said. 

 

There were a few body shapes on the screen but, for me, they became distinguishable once he 

zoomed into the image. When zoomed out, the refugee is a red dot; when zoomed in, however, the 

refugee becomes a body shape (in red, purple, orange and yellow colors) with other colors (black 

and dark purple) around it on the screen. Similar to Mol's (2002: 30) moment with the pathologist 

(“There is your atherosclerosis… under a microscope”), in these instances (“on the screen,” 

“zoomed in”), I had my moment of epiphany. The professional knows that they are only visible 

through the screen and, sometimes, one needs to zoom in. The refugees are “on the screen.” 

Without this addition, the refugees are alone. They are observable through the surveillance 

system(s). These tools are not “mere” tools, they are what brings forth the hidden reality of the 

refugees. When “under the radar,” “on the screen” or “via sensors” are added, the refugees are no 

longer being by themselves. They exist through the surveillance equipment. Their observability 
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and “existence” (i.e. reality) depend on sensors, cameras and screens. However, their observability 

is dependent not only on technology. 
He turns off the equipment and says to me: “Here, look! Now, the refugees are gone.” What I saw, 

at that moment, was a grey screen. The refugees were no longer on the screen. A moment later, he 

turns it back on and says: “Here they are, again. Am I not a master? I can make them appear and 

disappear anytime I want [laughs].” 

 

Using Latour's (1994: 33) words, I can state that “[w]hat is true of the subject, of the [police officer] 

is as true of the object, of the [surveillance system] that is [operated].” We cannot separate them; 

it must be both. Both human and non-human objects interact in complex ways. It is the reason why 

ANT treats them symmetrically; and, instead of viewing them separately, I study networks of 

objects that are connected to and act in relation to one another. Accordingly, following Latour 

(1994), I allow the assignment of agency to more objects than what the materialist or the 

sociologists accept. As argued by Taylor and Van Every (2000: 161): 

“Agency, therefore—that which acts—is located neither in the subject nor in the object, but in a 

hybrid, a that-which-acts-for, thus literally becoming the agent. [...] It is the agency inscribed in the 

hybrid resulting from the marriage of subject and object that both enables human interaction to 

transcend itself (future possibility), yet also constrains it (effect of the past). It is in the materiality 

of the enabling/constraining hybrid that time and space are spanned (we inhabit and are enabled and 

constrained by a constructed environment — constructed by ourselves in some previous time).” 

 

From an ANT standpoint, it is the new “hybrid” object (an-officer-with-a-surveillance-system) 

made through the relationship between the police officers and the surveillance system that enacts. 

There could be a power shortage or rupture in the system's connectivity which would 

exterminate or disrupt the existence of the refugees “on the screen.” There is a need to zoom in/out 

by the officer who operates the equipment. At that locality—the surveillance center or the screen 

in the border police car—it is visible only through the interaction with equipment—screens, 

cameras, electricity supply; all these objects and practicalities are vital for the existence of the 

refugees “on the screen,” and they need to function properly in order to sustain that reality of the 

refugee. Refugee realities depend on all objects, human and non-human, that are active while the 

refugee is being enacted. 

 



 81 

Shifting between Realities 
Besides fishermen, boats, fences, fogs, surveillance systems and border police officers, refugees 

come across other types of objects too. Such an object, for example, is a lawyer. In this story, I 

will describe how a practitioner shifts between different refugee enactments. This is a case when 

a lawyer finds herself in between a few different realities, and she succeeds in managing to shift 

between them. I “shadowed” a lawyer-volunteer at the SCS. It was 6 p.m. on Friday (October 23, 

2015). She arrived and tried to put up the banner of The Swedish Bar Association. After I helped 

her out to stretch it on a pole, while waiting for refugees to come and ask for advice, she started 

explaining to me why she was there: 
“My job is to be standing here and be ready to answer questions… We [the lawyers] are here to 

give advice regarding the asylum procedure in Sweden… we give free advice to refugees who would 

like to seek asylum in Sweden... I have been here several times before, so this is not my first day 

standing here. When I come here, I stay at least two hours, sometimes three. It depends.” 

 

She views her volunteer tasks as serious and important duties. She is experienced as has been there 

before. 
“My motivation to come here as well as the motivation of the [Swedish] Bar Association to send 

lawyers down here [SCS] is because there has been misleading information given to refugees, and 

we needed to do something. We wish to be present here at the [Stockholm] Central Station in order 

to be able to provide correct information and advice regarding [legal] procedures.” 

 

She is willing and ready to help refugees who are seeking legal advice from a lawyer. The refugees 

are enacted as people that receive the wrong information and the lawyers are concerned about 

refugees' actions due to the misleading information and advice given to them. Something needs to 

happen; interference needs to take place. Thus, lawyers are being sent to the SCS in order to give 

correct counseling to the refugees seeking legal advice. 

While I was there, whenever there were no people coming to her stand for advice, she was 

moving around inside the central station. 
“It can be rather tough to stand here all the time. I do not have a schedule. If people want to ask 

something, they come here. I usually walk over there and talk to colleagues from the Red Cross or 

the Swedish Migration Agency. That's how I organize my time while I am here. I am not like those 
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young lawyers who are always on their phones like teenagers checking something—my generation50 

is different [smiles], we like social contacts that are ‘real’.” 

 

A lawyer is also a person who needs social contacts. Standing alone on a stand, waiting for 

someone to come and seek advice can be quite boring. In such moments, the lawyer goes to mingle 

with other people (different from the refugees with whom she talks mainly regarding asylum laws 

and legal procedures). This shows that there is more than one reality in which the lawyer is living. 

So, she shifts between different realities—a specialist who is engaged with refugee questions and 

a person who needs social contacts when bored. This means that the lawyer's shifts are not only 

related to the refugees (which I will explain very soon) but also to herself; she is a major part of 

the enactments, and she is a mediator. 

As I was having a dialogue with her, the first refugee came to ask for advice. He did not 

speak good English. The lawyer dialed a telephone number on her phone and called an interpreter 

who interpreted from Arabic to Swedish for the lawyer and from Swedish to Arabic for the refugee 

seeking advice. Since I do not speak Arabic, I also understood what the refugee said in Arabic 

through the interpreter's translation. She put the interpreter on a loudspeaker. The refugee spoke 

first: 
“I’m from Iraq and I want to ask her something. I hear it’s better for me to go and seek asylum in 

Finland. I hear Finland has an agreement with Iraq for refugees, while Sweden has a similar 

agreement with Syria. Is this true? Should I apply here [in Sweden] or there [in Finland]?” 

To which the lawyer's reply was: 

“It's up to the refugees themselves where they want to go but we are here to give advice on the 

Swedish asylum procedure. We cannot provide them with the information on other countries' 

procedures nor whether they are going to get a positive or negative decision in Finland. Finland is 

revising its procedures and the policies regarding Iraqi refugees right now. Nobody knows what is 

going to happen!” 

 

The refugee raised his eyebrows and looked at me with a questioning facial expression. He said 

“thank you” and left. After the refugee left without having a definitive answer nor a clue whether 

it is better, for him, to apply for asylum in Finland or in Sweden, we were approached by two men 

in their late twenties. They were from Syria and had come to ask for advice too. 

                                                
50 She was in her mid-sixties. 
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“Do you speak Kurdish?” asks one of them in English. We both answer “No.” Then he continues in 

English and says: “We are from Syria and we have been in Stockholm for a week but we haven’t 

registered [with the Swedish Migration Agency] yet because we heard rumors that if we register 

now, we will only get temporary papers. Our friends, who came earlier, got permanent ones. So, we 

are afraid to register now. We wonder whether we should wait more before we register?” 

To which the lawyer replied: 

“I do understand your concerns. You have a right to worry. Today [23 October 2015], the Swedish 

Prime Minister, the government and the parties, except [one of them], may reach an agreement on 

some issues; they made an agreement on some issues—temporary residence permits for everyone 

who is not a conventional refugee or family relationship. The refugees from Syria might be able to 

get residence permits because their country is seen as an unsafe place for anyone to go back to. The 

politicians haven’t started to be more effective about the internal borders, they are still following 

the free movement agreements but it might be only a matter of time for that to change as well. It’s 

not finished yet, there will be some more developments.” 

 

There is sympathy expressed by the lawyer about the refugees' worries. She treats them as human 

beings deserving compassion. At the same time, they are citizens of a certain state—Syria. There 

are two realities here: clients who are treated with professionalism and competence, and human 

beings who deserve compassion and sympathy. The lawyer's performances were not some sort of 

reduction of the refugee into smaller pieces but rather concentrations on one object at a time (cf. 

Mol, 2002). At one moment, she concentrated on the human being worthy of compassion, and at 

another she concentrated on the client who needs to be treated with professionalism and accuracy. 

And, she seemed to be able to shift between the two. The two refugees seemed confused and 

continued to ask some more questions. The lawyer said that she cannot give a definitive answer to 

their specific case and, if they would like, they can come to her office the next day, where she can 

give better information after she checks it out with some of her colleagues. After the refugees left, 

she turned to me and said: 
“We know what the most common questions are and, right now, there is an effort going on to create 

a table with general cases in a more sophisticated manner, but this [influx of people] came rather 

suddenly, so we had to act very fast... When we have a certain case which we are not sure about, 

we connect with our colleagues, we discuss among ourselves and we look it up on the internet.” 

 

There is an attempt to generalize the different cases and summarize the most common ones in a 

document, so they can be taught or given to all the lawyers that face or engage with refugees. 
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“Here [at the central station], we are giving general advice on the [legal] procedures. For more—

more investigative things—they need to see us privately because this is what we can give within 5-

10 minutes to each person, just so that they do not do anything wrong or stupid. Sometimes, we do 

talk with them longer but we do not record the conversations with them, nor their cases, we are just 

giving general advice.”  

 

The time given for advice is aimed at preventing refugees from doing something wrong or “stupid.” 

Detailed and more specific advice is given at another location and at another time. Here is what 

happens when she is in her office, meeting a refugee: 
“Yes, I see your file. It's very interesting. You should perhaps apply as soon as possible. However, 

how about your family which is not here yet. You said you plan to bring them as well. I’m not sure 

that will happen as soon as you think it will.” 

 

A refugee's history is in a file, and it contains many details but might exclude some. There might 

be relatives or other personal details that need to be considered. 
“In the courtroom, the case might be down to a small detail which could “make it or break it.” So, 

we need to pay attention to all the details. You know what they say: “The devil is in the detail.” I 

am relaxed here but, in the courtroom, things change—what we do decides the refugee's fate. So, 

we need to be extra careful”, she said to me. 

 

However, the shifts are not done randomly. They have their specific locality. At the SCS, the 

lawyer can joke and be relaxed. There, she can treat the person with sympathy and compassion. 

But, in the courtroom, she will need to convince others, a judge or a jury, that her client deserves 

compassion and sympathy and most importantly, that s/he deserves an asylum. For this reason, she 

cannot be relaxed; she needs to investigate every detail in her office, be prepared for the day of the 

trial and come with full knowledge about the refugee's case. Then she continued: 
“These are such interesting cases for us. People, however, need to realize that each case is different 

and depends on various factors. I have several cases, similar to this one, on my desk… There will 

be a lot of different cases and with very complicated challenges attached to them. The whole refugee 

law in Europe is changing right now, so we do not know what's going to happen in the future.” 

 

A refugee is a case and becomes a part of a bigger group—in this instance, a group of cases, some 

of which are on her desk. On her desk is a pile of folders with documents in them. It is an example 
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of how the refugee is generalized. The following was said later, with the same lawyer at the SCS 

again: 
“Our job is to talk to people, listen to their worries and give advice, really. We treat each one of 

these cases with care and attention to detail. These are people, we cannot just treat them like cases, 

although we sometimes do.” 

 

She shifts to a human being, again. It is one thing to have a file on your desk and look at the papers 

or on the documents on the screen of your computers, while it is a completely different thing to 

talk to a person face-to-face. A case does not become a person (i.e. become humanized) by adding 

a name to it or saying that they are people, but the care and attention which the lawyer shows for 

each case might (or is). There are even attempts to shift between scaling up and scaling down—

she attempts to scale down and individualize the refugee reality. “And, if as usual we are more 

lawyers here, each of us attends to a different refugee,” she says while shifting between viewing 

refugees as different cases having different rights and duties, according to the law, and being able 

to see each refugee as an individual. First, she is generalizing the refugee but, later in the same 

dialogue, she also tells me that they are individuals with individual needs.  

But there are also shifts in time and space (she asks them to contact her later at her office). 

If they do contact her and visit her in her office, she can talk to them as individual human beings. 

Time is important in this story not only because the refugees can be enacted differently while at 

the SCS today or in her office the next day, for example, but also because there is a “condition of 

possibility” (Mol, 2002) which I will speak about in much more detail in the next chapter. “Finland 

is revising its procedure and the policies regarding Iraqi refugees right now. Nobody knows what 

is going to happen!... The whole refugee law in Europe is changing right now, so we do not know 

what's going to happen in the future.” Something—such as refugee laws, for example—might 

change and the object that a refugee is today might be a different thing tomorrow: today's refugee 

might become tomorrow's migrant, for example. Such a change would immensely affect the way 

a refugee is enacted. 

My argument is that refugees and practitioners organize certain things in certain ways; it 

is how they enact refugees in a particular way which generates a particular politics in the 

enactments of realities. The border police officer (from the previous Sheep vs. Wolf story) decides 

what to do and how to do it. When the law changes, the lawyer can check the law changes online 

and find out that the refugee who was an asylum seeker yesterday is no longer qualified for that; 
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he becomes a migrant or illegal resident, for example. In the Sheep vs. Wolf story, it is the border 

police officer together with his technical equipment that wields the agency; they are the mediators, 

while the refugees are intermediaries. The lawyer in this story and the law are mediators while the 

refugee is an intermediary. So, it is not that refugees and practitioners have refugees, they are 

enacting them. 

Moreover, the border police officer and the lawyer know what they are doing; they live 

with these issues daily, and they struggle with and shift between different realities. In practice, the 

refugees and the practitioners that engage with them shift between different realities. Similar to 

Mol's (2002: 124-127) surgeons, the lawyer I met was quite good at “shifting between repertoires.” 

She was shifting between two enactments: one being the cases and the non-individuality, while 

the other being the individual, the individual needs and humanizing attempts. Mol (2002: 125) 

argues that “[f]or the passing ethnographer [‘switching repertoires’] is more difficult.” It is the 

social scientists who have a hard time understanding such shifts and shifting between such realities, 

while the practitioners do such shifts regularly (Mol, 2002; Latour, 2005; Jensen and Sandström, 

2019). Thus, in order to study and grasp such shifts, the researcher also needs to be able to shift 

between the different realities. I would like to stress that shifting between realities is not an easy 

job; it involves ethical, spatial, temporal and other concerns. It requires hard work to be able to do 

this successfully. When I was in the field, my ANT approach allowed me to follow practitioners 

and refugees while they shift between realities and to see how such shifts take place and pull 

knowledge from different disciplines whenever they were useful to me. However, the refugee 

realities are not enacted only in the offices of practitioners, on islands, at central stations or in the 

refugee camps; my own desk is a space where refugees are enacted as well. 

 

4.2. Writing up the World: At My Desk 
Writing is an essential part of performing research. It is a time when the researcher is able to be 

more reflective on the material s/he is generating. It was when I tried out my ideas on the empirical 

material: it was when I explored various avenues. What I present as a final product is not a mere 

result of transcribing my empirical material. My findings emerged as a result of “deliberate work 

to identify the most important elements and write them up into a coherent and convincing ‘story’ 

that answers the research questions and provides insights that are loyal to the [material]” 
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(Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019: 259). Writing is where reality takes shape. I, as a researcher, am 

heavily involved in this process, and I am therefore a major participant in co-performing reality. I 

am a mediator. 

 

Performativity 
Earlier, I talked about the movement towards “organizing.” However, it also has implications on 

my approach to the field and the people I study, how I conduct the research and how I write my 

text. This shift towards practices is not just a shift in words but also in epistemology, from an 

ostensive stance to a performative stance because it focuses on practices and events rather than 

structures and static entities (cf. Hallin et al., 2013). It means that, through the performative view, 

objects are seen as achievements through practice (as in “becoming”) rather than existing per se 

(as in “being”) (Hallin et al., 2013). Furthermore, Latour (2005: 35) claims that the shortcoming 

with “ostensive definition of the social is that no extra effort seems necessary to maintain the 

groups in existence, while the influence of the analyst seems to count for nothing.” The 

performative definition, however, “draws attention to the means necessary to ceaselessly upkeep 

the groups and to the key contributions made by the analysts' own resources” (ibid.). 
“[T]he object of an ostensive definition remains there [...] But the object of a performative definition 

vanishes when it is no longer performed” (Latour, 2005: 37-38). 

 

While Latour (2005: 28) points out that the emergent processes are “made up of uncertain, fragile, 

controversial, and ever-shifting ties,” Law and Hassard (1999: 6) argue that networked “elements 

retain their spatial integrity by virtue of their position in a set of links or relations” rather than due 

to some intrinsic form. As Latour (2005) notes, these networks are “transient,” finding themselves 

in constant making and re-making. Existing in the practice would entail that the network of objects 

will dissolve when the practice is no longer “performed.” Thus, the object of a performative 

definition moves around and in order to exist requires constant performance. With refugees, there 

might, at a certain moment, be someone interfering51 with something, but a little later, it might be 

someone else who takes the “performative relay” (Latour, 2005). For example, a refugee might be 

enacted a national threat. In such cases, the “secret services” of that state get involved in 

                                                
51 I use interfering, instead of performing because, as I noted earlier, I use interference for the actions taken 
by those involved in the enactments. It could also be said that they are madiating because I talk about 
mediators and intermediaries. 
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“organizing” the “national security threat” refugee. However, once he is “cleared,” meaning not 

considered a threat anymore, that refugee is no longer a concern of the relevant “secret services.” 

The relations that objects form, in order to perform a practice, are often temporary. 

Lindberg and Walter (2012: 4) argue that “an [actor-network] may involve a great variety of 

organizations or people organized into groups of a loose or temporary character.” As demonstrated 

in the earlier “lifeguard” short story, the refugees are being saved by lifeguards and then, once 

taken to shore, someone else—such as other volunteers, for example—takes the “performative 

relay.” Although the lifeguard can influence the enactments in a certain time and place, later he 

might or might not play any role in the future organizing of that refugee; there might be new or 

different objects being involved in the future enactments. Thus, social ties need a constant 

performance in order to exist. Czarniawska (2006a: 1662) argues that “organizing must begin anew 

each day”; hence, the research must begin anew each day as well. At the same time, the relational 

ties are assumed not to be intrinsically coherent and may as well contain tensions and sometimes 

conflicts (Mol and Law, 2005). 

According to the performative stance, objects, through practices, “are constantly defining 

and redefining the world for themselves and for each other” (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005: 37). 

While the ostensive approach, on the one hand, attempts to discover and reveal cause and effect, 

the performative approach, on the other hand, attempts not to discover, but rather to interfere. So, 

what is the position of the researcher? Ostensive scientists would say that the researcher is someone 

who describes something out there, while performative scientists such as Barbara Czarniawska, 

John Law, Annemarie Mol, Bruno Latour and Michel Callon would say that the researcher is 

bound to changing the object that s/he studies (Jensen et al., 2009). According to the 

“performativists,” researchers, most of the time (if not always), interfere with reality and they have 

to do it if they would like to study it: organizing is performed through everyone's effort to define 

it (cf. Hallin et al., 2013: 3; cf. Latour, 1984: 273). 

When I communicate with refugees, I affect them and they affect me as well; I become part 

of the organizing process. This inevitably has implications on the relationship between the 

researcher and the researched. By talking to my interlocutors, I might start feeling that I will change 

their perceptions and worldview. I might have an interest in a refugee, and I do face the option 

whether to be curious and keep a distance or to be curious and interfere. However, as I wrote 

earlier, a dialogue is an endeavor where both parties, researcher and interlocutor(s), learn 
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something and affect each other. While talking to refugees, I might even change their routes, so 

they end up in Norway instead of Finland, for example. 

In Enacting the Social, Law and Urry (2005) argue that the research methods are also 

performative. What they mean is that methods “have effects; they make differences; they enact 

realities; and they can help to bring into being what they also discover” (Law and Urry, 2005: 4). 

“Methods,” Law (2004) argues, “don’t just describe social realities but also help to create them”; 

it means that the methodologies I employ do not only produce refugee research, but also the 

(refugee) reality I am trying to understand. Thus, if I want to understand what research is, I need 

to take into consideration the methods I employ to conduct the research (Sergi and Hallin, 2011). 

Qualitative research, Sergi and Hallin (2011: 193) argue, “is about the methods used to generate 

what could be better described as interpretations and meanings, a form of knowledge that cannot 

and does not aim to be reproduced with exactness and to be generalized, since it is the result of a 

processual performance.” Following this logic, in my dissertation, I have stories (which I will talk 

about in detail later in this chapter) from the field—these stories need not be truthful nor false or 

factual but rather, as I pointed out in chapter 2 (within 2.1. ANT and Organizational Studies), they 

need to be meaningful, give a sense of urgency and raise important questions for our time.  

 

Neutrality and Reflexivity 

 
“[D]oing research implies a performance in which the researcher is fully immersed, and explores 

the implications of the processual nature of doing research…. performing qualitative research is an 

emotional, embodied and deeply personal experience… doing research is performing it, and 

performing it cannot happen without feeling a wide range of emotions, without appealing to who 

we are or without questioning what we are doing.” (Sergi and Hallin, 2011: 191) 

 

“Qualitative research, by its nature,” Reid et al. (2018: 74) state, “involves immersion in situations 

and relationships which are complex and unpredictable.” Although, initially, I was not sure 

whether I should get involved in the “personal” issues of the people I studied, after listening to 

their intimate stories and following them to meetings with authorities, I became a mediator for 

some of them. Being a refugee is a personal thing: it is what a person goes through in his/her daily 

life. Thus, my idea of researching refugees and not getting personal was naïve. And these attempts 

to go out into the empirical field with the idea that I might be neutral goes beyond “engaged 
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anthropology” (Low and Merry, 2010). It is a way of inventing one's own methodology, and it 

relates—to a certain extent—to Robbins's (2013) “suffering subject.” I am engaged—ethically, 

morally and politically—with the people I study. How engaged can one be? Advising them? 

Helping them financially? Taking a stand politically by engaging in debates in the media? Being 

compassionate and “engaged” might happen on different levels. 

As noted earlier, the researcher and the researched often form a “pair.” Is it better to become 

friends with the shadowee, or is it perhaps better not to become too close with the people I follow 

in order to remain more distant? Does friendship mean I am willing to overlook truth? Some studies 

have suggested that friendship brings disadvantages with it. For example, Keller (2004) and Stroud 

(2006) argued that being a friend with the objects of our research can be in conflict with the 

standard epistemic norms. It is something which Stroud (2006) calls “epistemic partiality.” Thus, 

keeping certain distance might help not getting too emotional with the cases of our objects of 

interest. However, more recent studies argued that there are no such conflicts. For example, Kawall 

(2013: 349) argues that “friendship does not require us to form beliefs about our friends in a biased 

fashion.” Furthermore, although he acknowledges that “some slight bias in belief-formation might 

be permitted by friendship, any such bias would fall within the bounds of epistemic propriety” 

(ibid.). 

How does a researcher stay objective? Is there a room for subjectivity in our research? I 

have to admit that in certain cases I have been rather partial. As I noted earlier, by reading into 

various literature and attending various seminars and training, I tried to avoid being dogmatic and 

maintain the ability to see other worldviews. I can even try to have empathy towards the subjects 

of my study; however, I realize that I will most of the time, if not always, fail in those attempts. I 

have not been a refugee myself and I understand that I cannot be completely empathetic with 

refugees. I, however, have hundreds of relatives who were refugees and I have first-hand 

experience of what it means and feels like to be oppressed and marginalized. I belong to a Turkish 

ethnic minority in Bulgaria (8.8% of the population according to NSI (2011)) that was under 

oppression (Dainov, 2004) during the Communist regime (1944-1989), subject to a forced 

assimilation in the mid-1980s (Can and Todorov, 2004) and a forceful expulsion (of more than 

360,000 Bulgarian citizens) during the so-called “The Big Excursion,” which was later recognized 

as ethnic cleansing (Sofia News Agency, 2010; Kamusella, 2018). Thus, I have seen what happens 

to refugees even before starting my research. 
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And, even if I cannot fully understand and share refugees' feelings and experiences, I can 

still try because, as Emmanuel Levinas (1969) states, the demands from the outside “world” (i.e. 

other stakeholders) towards myself as a researcher are radical (see Jensen, 2010); I should, at least, 

try to understand where these people are coming from. My motivation is similar to that of Erving 

Goffman (1961) who, in the preface of his book Asylums, wrote the following: 
“The world view of a group functions to sustain its members and expectedly provides them with a 

self-justifying definition of their own situation and a prejudiced view of non- members, in this case, 

doctors, nurses, attendants, and relatives. To describe the patient's situation faithfully is necessarily 

to present a partisan view. (For this last bias I partly excuse myself by arguing that the imbalance is 

at least on the right side of the scale, since almost all professional literature on mental patients is 

written from the point of view of the psychiatrist, and he, socially speaking, is on the other side.) 

Further, I want to warn that my view is probably too much that of a middle-class male; perhaps I 

suffered vicariously about conditions that lower-class patients handled with little pain. Finally, 

unlike some patients, I came to the hospital with no great respect for the discipline of psychiatry nor 

for agencies content with its current practice.” 

 

I have been trained in methods, theories, and analyses. Accordingly, socially speaking, I—as a 

researcher—am on the other side where the practitioners and authorities that are engaged with 

refugees are. Presenting the refugees' point of view would bring some more balance to the 

discussion in relation to researchers, practitioners, authorities and society. Goffman's (1961) point 

is that I should feel sympathy towards these people. In accordance with my ethical aim, this is my 

attempt to strategically bring forth the voice of those that are vulnerable, weak and marginalized. 

Moreover, giving voice to refugees and showing their vulnerability would be a step in the direction 

to humanize what has been dehumanized. 

I should not, perhaps, feel guilty because, as Alvesson and Kärreman (2011) claim, the 

partiality of the researcher, instead of being considered as an issue, should be recognized and used 

as a tool in the production of knowledge. At my desk, I can reflect. Hence, reflexivity is important. 

When speaking of reflexivity, Rosaldo (1993: 176, emphasis in original) argues that “...a sea 

change in cultural studies has eroded once-dominant conceptions of truth and objectivity… Such 

terms as ‘objectivity’, ‘neutrality’, and ‘impartiality’ refer to...positions once endowed with great 

institutional authority, but they are arguably neither more nor less valid than those of more 

engaged, yet equally perceptive, knowledgeable social actors.” Moreover, as Sergi and Hallin 

(2011: 192) point out, “the ‘soft’, ‘personal’, ‘subjective’ or ‘intersubjective’ dimensions, which 
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are at times perceived as ‘weaknesses’ and as ‘unscientific’, are highlighted as inextricable 

dimensions of doing research,... the affective elements of performing research have to be 

recognized not simply as part of the world that we study and investigate or as something to relate 

to in order to obtain scientific objectivity, but as an inevitable part of doing research.” What is 

required, however, is that the researcher demonstrates self-awareness and reflects on the nature of 

the research that is being done (Rosaldo, 1993; Sergi and Hallin, 2011). 

Shacklock and Smyth (1998: 7) describe reflexivity as “the conscious revelation of the 

underlying beliefs and values held by the researcher in selection of a research methodology for 

knowledge generation and its production as a research account.” Being reflexive, therefore, would 

mean to deliberately and intentionally reveal to the reader the researcher's underlying 

epistemological assumptions that have affected the process of formulating research questions, the 

way the answers are sought and how the research results are laid out (Shacklock and Smyth, 1998). 

As a good research practice, “one must distinguish between those for whom the research 

is likely to be consequential and those who are tangential to it” (Murphy and Dingwall, 2007: 

2230). However, since the researcher is not entirely in control of the consequences the research 

outcomes might have, the principle of non-maleficence (Beauchamp and Childress, 1985) might 

not always be fully achievable (May, 2011). Additionally, refugee research places a huge 

responsibility on the researchers because their findings could influence policies that have a major 

impact on the lives of many people. There is a risk of misrepresentation. I asked myself whether 

and how I can speak on behalf of the refugees. To what extent could I do so? What are the limits 

and traps of doing so? I have been grappling with such questions from the very start of my 

empirical endeavors. I do not have the answers to many of these questions, but I believe that I need 

to be aware of such pitfalls. 

Ethical decisions and dilemmas are not only faced when getting ethical research approval; 

rather, they emerge throughout the research process—from design to dissemination (Baker et al., 

2016). Thus, ethical considerations should not be part of the process only during the empirical 

material generation but also during the writing of our texts and the dissemination of the results of 

our study. For example, if the empirical material contains video and audio material, it might be 

important not to include, in the dissemination of the study, any material which might render 

individuals identifiable. Or it might be important to disguise names of the participants or the places 

where the practices take place. In my text, instead of names of refugees or volunteers, I simply 
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identify them as “a refugee” or “a volunteer,” for example; I mention their country of origin and, 

sometimes, their age. In the last story of this dissertation, however, instead of “a refugee,” I use 

pseudonyms because they help me plot the story within a certain (e.g., Finnish) context. I disguise 

the names of places because, as mentioned earlier, refugees are a vulnerable group of people that 

have faced hostile attitudes from certain right-wing extremist groups. There have been reports of 

burning refugee accommodation sites and physical attacks on refugees (Radio Sweden, 2017). For 

this reason, I do not mention addresses nor names of streets where refugees reside. Additionally, 

besides refugees and volunteers, I disguise the names of the officials I have spoken to and even of 

those officials whom I quote from secondhand sources. I disguise their names because I would like 

to avoid them being retaliated for what they have said. I make an exception, however, for the 

names of political figures whose speeches are in the public domain. 

And speaking of names in academic text, I write the first names of the authors in my 

reference list. There is a debate about gender inclusion (see Kreitz-Sandberg, 2013) where one of 

the suggestions is to include first names of authors in order to know who we actually use as 

literature when teaching. Besides teaching, however, I believe this applies (or should apply) to 

academic texts as well. By including first names of the authors I refer to, I try to answer such calls 

and be transparent. 

Refugee research quite often involves interpreters. Thus, interpreters should also be 

anonymized and they need to agree to uphold the confidentiality of the research participants. I used 

interpreters mainly for short dialogues where I was asking a few questions to refugees who do not 

speak any of the languages I can communicate with (English, Swedish, Bulgarian and Turkish). In 

those dialogues, neither I nor the interpreter were asking refugees names or information which 

could reveal their identity. I interpreted the dialogues in Swedish and Bulgarian into English. 

Respondents'—especially refugees and those who are not public figures—personal 

information should be protected and researchers' top priority should be not to compromise their 

anonymity. Earlier, I talked about the importance of taking into consideration the safety of the 

researcher, not getting involved in the travels of refugees when they use illicit services or do illegal 

crossings of borders. Besides the researcher's safety, however, it could have implications for the 

anonymity of the refugees. Generating potentially incriminating material puts its anonymity in 

more danger because the material gathered by the researcher can easily be subpoenaed in criminal 

proceedings or civil litigation. Thus, complete anonymity might be impossible in certain cases and 
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the researcher needs to, whenever possible at the outset, make it clear to participants that 

anonymity is strived after but not entirely guaranteed. This is something I have not been able to 

do with all the people I have spoken to. Partly, it was because many of my encounters with refugees 

were on an ad-hoc basis and without too much preparation. However, there were several occasions 

when I mentioned to my interlocutors that they should avoid sharing incriminating information 

with me. 

It should be noted, however, that not all incriminating information leads to major 

ramifications. For example, even though many of the refugees arriving in the last few years to 

Europe have used illicit services (e.g., smugglers) to get from one place to another, it is not a secret 

to authorities. Many of the “concerned” authorities are aware of how the refugees travel to get to 

Europe's shores or to a specific European country. And, although there are cases where the refugees 

face fines and penalties, in many of the cases there is an option to avoid fines and being penalized 

for using illegal means to cross borders. For example, refugees who enter Bulgaria illegally and 

are caught face fines according to the law: 
“A person who enters or crosses the frontier of the country without a permit from the respective 

bodies of the government or, though with a permit, but not through the places specified for that 

purpose [such as Checkpoints], shall be punished by imprisonment for up to five years and by a fine 

of from BGN one hundred to three hundred”, states Article 279, section 1, of The Bulgarian Criminal 

Code, related to the illegal border crossing (Amended, SG No. 10/1993, SG No. 92/2002, effective 

1.01.2005 with respect to the punishment of probation—amended, SG No. 26/2004, effective 

1.01.2004, SG No. 103/2004). However, section 5 of the same article (279) states: “No one shall be 

punished who enters the country to avail himself of the right of asylum in accordance with the 

Constitution” (Renumbered from Paragraph 4, SG No. 28/1982). 

 

The refugee is a person who illegally crosses a border and is subject to a fine but, at the same time, 

s/he is also a potential asylum seeker: s/he has a right to enter (even illegally) the country if that 

entry is for the purpose of seeking asylum. If the person who enters the country illegally seeks 

asylum, that person is not to face the fines associated with the illegal entry. It is of great importance 

due to the possibility of having a right to seek asylum and not be fined. Some refugees might lack 

the financial means to pay their fines, and that could result in them being held in custody more 

than they otherwise would be required to. Such development, in turn, could lead to more detention 

time and less mobility. 
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 I wanted to be upfront with my epistemological stance and the potential biases I might 

have. Now that I have done this, I would like to share how I organized my empirical material. 

 

Organizing Empirical Material 
One of the most challenging parts in qualitative research is the analysis of the empirical material 

(Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019). Besides going out of my office and trying to observe what is 

going on, doing qualitative research entailed sitting at my desk and trying to make sense of my 

empirical material. After a year of empirical material generation, I found myself with a vast amount 

of material that I did not know what to do with. Such material sometimes remains “untouched” for 

quite a while until one finds the courage and time to look into it and start gradually sorting it 

(Czarniawska, 2014a). Latour (2005: 134), however, notes that “[i]t is impossible to imagine that 

one would gather the [material] for a period of time and only then begin to write it down.” I would 

argue that it is not impossible but rather quite hard to refrain from writing the text until all the 

empirical material is generated. There is not much of a sequence when conducting research, 

especially with regards to the things we follow or observe. 

In order to find out what is taking place in my empirical material, I looked into my material 

frequently. In the initial stages, I was not trying to analyze it—it was much more an attempt to see 

what else I needed to focus on when generating further empirical material. For example, once I 

found out that organizing accommodations is a big issue, I started asking the refugees as well as 

officials how they organize accommodation. I was also reviewing literature in order to familiarize 

myself with some of the approaches and to try to understand what I am doing. For example, the 

first text I read after starting my PhD was Law's (2004) After Method: Mess in Social Science 

Research. And then I was advised to read Czarniawska's (2004a) article, in Organization, about 

“action nets.” Thus, I started reading about ANT from the beginning. Such readings helped me 

gradually refine my approach. I started looking for connections between people and objects, and 

how they might form practices that I could follow. 

However, how did I make use of the reports, transcripts, statistics, articles, documents and 

field notes that continued to accumulate on my desk and in my computer? According to Linneberg 

and Korsgaard (2019: 261), “coding is an approach which makes you revisit all aspects of the 

[material] you have [generated], including those you may not have noticed during the actual 

[material generation].” In other words, coding is a way to sort out the material I have generated; 
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coding is a way to decide which material is important and which is not. It helps to reduce the 

amount of material the researcher is working with and helps to do an easier analysis later on 

(Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019). Coding is also a way not to lose sight of the task at hand, i.e. to 

make sure that the research answers the questions asked (ibid.). It does not, however, mean that 

research questions and aims do not change during the research. As my aims changed a couple of 

times after my milestones52 (e.g., thesis proposal; final script seminar), I changed the concepts I 

use (e.g., employing coordination, distribution and inclusion, instead of action nets). For example, 

the entering of the ethical aim in my text was very much affected by my first visit to a refugee 

camp in Greece. The little children and the inhumane conditions I saw, and the dreadful stories I 

heard while I was there made me reflect upon the seriousness of the situation and the importance 

of showing the vulnerability of the refugees. Although I had a few different subtitles along the way 

(e.g., “The way organizing processes shape the refugees' trajectories,” “Organizing boundary 

objects,” “Multiple organizing attempts” and “Multiple organizing attempts and ontological 

complexity”), my main title was Organizing Refugees53 from the beginning. 

Despite there being different software programs (e.g., NVivo) used to analyze large 

amounts of qualitative material, I did not use any. I feared that it might just end up becoming a 

mechanical task that will make me miss the in-depth analysis and reflexivity I wanted to gain in 

my material analysis: “coding itself is easy to do, [but] it is difficult to do well” (Linneberg and 

Korsgaard, 2019: 261).  

At the first round of coding, in the very early stages of research I was mainly looking into 

the first empirical materials I have generated from the SCS and a couple of other places in 

Stockholm. At that stage, my empirical material was not that massive, so I was reviewing it every 

week and looking for themes and similarities that might emerge as a result of my observations and 

dialogues. These were my first attempts of “making sense” of the material I have generated 

thitherto. Whenever I noticed a certain interesting empirical material or something that is missing, 

I noted additional questions to be asked to the next refugees and representatives of organizations I 

will come across in the future. It also helped me to prepare questions for the second (and third) 

dialogues I had with my interlocutors. For example, after I was told that many of the refugees have 

                                                
52 A usual PhD education in Sweden entails four milestones to be reached: “thesis proposal” being the first 
one, “midway seminar”—second, “final script seminar”—third, and “public defence” being the last. 
53 It was inspired by the title of a research project — Organizing Rocks (https://www.organizingrocks.org/) 
— one of my supervisors was conducting at the time. 
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crossed the Aegean Sea, I started asking them about their travels from Turkey to Greece: did they 

use illicit services of human traffickers? Which (Greek) islands did they reach first? Whom did 

they travel with? What kind of boat did they use? At the SCS, I noticed that language was a big 

issue; that prompted me to start asking authorities how they communicate with the refugees and 

what difficulties they face in such endeavors. 

After a few months out in the empirical field, I started noticing certain patterns in the way 

refugees travel and the kind of struggles they go through. Although I did not have certain themes 

at that time, I was comparing different stories and looking for differences in the refugee 

experiences. I highlighted the parts of the transcripts I was using in my text, so that I know which 

parts of the empirical material are being used and which parts are not yet used. The parts that were 

not used were forgotten, at least for the time being. However, as it often happens, one comes to 

realize the importance of some of the material at a later stage in the research (Silverman, 2015). I 

was no exception; I saw the importance of certain things in my empirical material at later stages. 

For example, one of the practices I was following at SCS was the provision, by volunteers, of food 

and drinks to refugees. They were putting them in line, even placing armbands on their arms to 

create some order. It took me quite a while to realize the importance of those armbands to 

organizing refugees. 

Such empirical material might not always be something that stands alone as important but 

rather, it is something that might be important to understand the context of the event(s). Earlier I 

described how I took field notes and transcribed my empirical voice recordings. Such field notes 

were an essential part of my empirical material analysis. With the help of my field notes, I was 

able to understand certain contexts and details in the stories that were crucial in order to bring them 

together. On one occasion, I had a quick encounter with an Iraqi refugee at SCS where he told me 

about a situation that has occurred during their crossing of a border. I did not pay much attention 

to it at the time. Later, after hearing other stories about the same place, I found out that the initial 

information I got from that previous refugee played an important role in my understanding of the 

situation. I quote from my field notes, and there are a few occasions where I have added short 

quotes from my notes, but these have the length of a few sentences. For example, the quotes I have 

from the Afghan refugees crossing the Turkish-Bulgarian border are complemented with my notes. 

I carried out empirical material generation, coding and analysis almost throughout my 

entire PhD education. These processes were going on in parallel. “Coding and interpretation,” as 
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Linneberg and Korsgaard (2019: 266) argue, “are not two distinct phases but interrelated processes 

that co-evolve.” However, there were many themes—e.g., “adaptation processes,” “the refugee as 

self-organizing,” “organizing vs. organization,” “what enables and disables refugee routes,” “the 

process of organizing a refugee,” “how a refugee becomes constituted through organizing 

processes,” “refugee identity,” “refugeeing”—that emerged as a result of my initial material 

analysis. I still remember what the “discussant” at my first milestone (thesis proposal) asked me: 

“What are you studying?” and “What is this case a case of?” He was trying to help me, first, to 

formulate, in a better way, my research question and, second, to narrow down the themes and 

concepts I had in my text. 

After a year into my research, I had taken six courses and had done extensive empirical 

material generation. Sometime during my second year as a PhD candidate, I started a process of, 

what Saldaña (2015: 58) calls, “classifying, prioritizing, integrating, synthesizing, abstracting and 

conceptualizing, and theory building.” For example, the titles of some of my stories are based on 

the words that my interlocutors used when dialoguing with me (e.g., sheep vs. wolf, showable vs. 

unshowable, fresh vs. unfresh). 

During my subsequent coding efforts, I was no longer looking for mere similarities; I was 

focused on looking for contradictory evidence and how different combinations of material would 

give different results. For example, my interlocutors informed me that there is a separation of 

different ethnic groups in Greece when it comes to accommodation. I started comparing such 

information with the information from the dialogues I had with the refugees and officials in 

Sweden. It turned out that while different ethnic groups of refugees might be separately 

accommodated elsewhere, they were accommodated at the same accommodation venue in 

Sweden. Alvesson and Kärreman (2007) argue that, instead of eliminating contradictions, 

unexpected results and surprises, I should welcome them, dig deeper into them and try to benefit 

from them. Coding, by searching for contradictions and unexpected outcomes in my empirical 

material, assisted me in both cohering the questions and answers (Charmaz, 2006) and dealing 

with confirmation bias54. When I was interpreting the material in relation to the emerging themes, 

I was checking whether the themes addressed my research questions and whether my initial beliefs 

and prejudices were supported by any of the empirical material. For example, I had an a priori idea 

                                                
54 Confirmation bias is the tendency to search for, interpret, favor, and recall information in a way that 
confirms or strengthens one's prior personal beliefs or hypotheses (Plous, 1993: 233). 
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that refugees are both a logistics issue as well as an economic issue: that they need to be 

transported, that organizing them would cost money but also that they will present a future 

workforce. My empirical material showed that those initial beliefs I had were justified. 

After a few rounds of coding, I tried to build bridges between my codes, analysis and 

results. As I continued with my analysis, new concepts emerged; and I tried to relate them to the 

ones I already had. Such an example is “interference.” I had “performative” and “ostensive” as 

concepts from the early stages, but later on, I came across “interference” and related it to 

“performativity” concept. Although having pre-defined theoretical concepts and themes risks 

limiting the exploration of important issues, Polkinghorne (1995) and Charmaz (2006) point out 

that the researchers come with their own baggage of theoretical knowledge and research 

experience in relation to coding (cf. Bailey and Jackson, 2003). 

Although I generated vast empirical material and I was coding, I still struggled to make a 

sense of my material, i.e. I was not able to explain what is happening in practice. I continued with 

my gradual reading into ANT and after almost two years; during supervision, I was referred to 

Mol's (2002) The Body Multiple: Ontology in Medical Practice. I became quite curious about the 

way in which she tries to understand reality and got inspired by her arguments regarding 

ontological politics55 (Mol, 1999; 2002). It was quite an eye-opener for me and my research 

attempts; her study was rich and, as I will show in the next chapter, turned very useful to make 

sense of my empirical material. Accordingly, I thought, similar to the way she demonstrates how 

a disease can be multiple things, I had an opportunity to demonstrate the multiple nature of 

refugees and consequently show their vulnerability. Moreover, I saw a chance to further her study 

by developing additional modes of organizing and making explicit the time argument in the 

organizing processes. 

My approach allowed me to go back and forth between empirical material and theory; I 

was moving between my desk and the empirical field, and back again. Furthermore, although I 

was taking courses and conducting empirical material generation, my approach allowed me to 

“remain open to surprises in the [material] while at the same time staying attuned to existing 

theories” (Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019: 264). For example, although I was strategic, I was not 

following only the practices that were emerging from my empirical material. Up until the end of 

                                                
55 As indicated earlier, I call it reality politics. 
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my third year as a PhD, I was open to different types of information related to refugees. Thus, I 

was following different leads that could have led me to any type of outcome(s). 

So, what kind of empirical material did I use in my text? People will often share their stories 

in the form of a narrative. Polkinghorne (1995) tells us that he distinguishes between non-narrative 

and narrative material. Whereas non-narrative material are pieces of information that do not 

provide historical or future meaning to events, narrative material includes “pieces of information 

that contribute to the construction of a story that provides an explanatory answer to the questions” 

(Polkinghorne, 1995: 15). On the one hand, non-narrative material is similar to chronological 

listing of events without making causal connections between them. Narrative material, on the other 

hand, is presented as a story and provides causal connections between events; narrative material 

helps researchers answer questions such as “did this happen?” and “Why did this come about?” 

Furthermore, Polkinghorne (1995) distinguishes also between “analysis of narratives” and 

“narrative analysis.” Analysis of narratives is the process where the researcher scrutinizes the 

material to look for themes, starts categorizing the material, and tries to draw connections between 

the categories. It is similar to what Glaser and Strauss (1967) do in their grounded theory approach. 

Polkinghorne (1995) informs us that in order to carry out a narrative analysis, it is necessary that 

we have narrative material. He describes narrative analysis as “the procedure through which the 

researcher organizes the [material] elements into a coherent developmental account” (ibid., p. 15). 

He goes on to say that “the process of narrative analysis is actually a synthesizing of the [material] 

rather than a separation of it into its constituent parts” (ibid.). Through a narrative analysis, I was 

able to “retain the complexity of the situation in which an action was undertaken and the emotional 

and motivational meaning connected with it” (Polkinghorne, 1995: 11). Narrative analysis enabled 

me to retain the various details in events and the complexities of individuals' lives (Polkinghorne, 

1995). This is important because it allowed me to pay attention to temporalities of events, 

motivations and interests of the participants, and unintended consequences of their actions that 

might have major effects on how the story develops. It also illuminates nuanced aspects of refugee 

experiences that might allow the explanation of various refugee struggles that have not been 

touched upon before. 

As I will show in the next chapter, where and when and with whom or with what events 

take place determine which version of the refugee will be enacted. Additionally, what is at stake 

at each of these enactments is vital to understand how refugees can be organized in a better way. 
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“The final story,” Polkinghorne (1995: 16) argues, “must fit the [material] while at the same time 

bringing an order and meaningfulness that is not apparent in the [material] themselves.” Thus, 

while on the one hand, I am writing a narrative, on the other, I am drawing on narrative theory in 

order to construct my understanding of what is going on and my understanding on the refugees 

“organizing attempts,” according to a narrative logic and narrative logical plots. 

I have stories in my dissertation. I chose to write a monograph56 because it allowed me to 

construct stories, it allowed me to do narration of stories that are thoughtful and rich in description 

and such an endeavor requires textual space. But, it also gave me the freedom to structure the text 

in a way I saw fit. Instead of a standard preface, for example, I begin with a poem that, in summary, 

tells the story of my research and PhD journey and aims to set the reader in motion; I end the 

dissertation with another poem that aims to not only evoke emotive responses but also sketch out 

the possibilities arising out from a multiple approach. I have an ethnographic study that is 

empirically heavy. Chapter 5 of my dissertation is very long because I needed such a textual space 

to tell the story and demonstrate whatever I wanted to demonstrate to the reader. 

The narrative approach is about dialogues and dialoguing, and about constructing 

dialogues into a piece of paper. Using the words of Geertz (1988: 140) for ethnography, I could 

say that “the writing of [a monograph] involves telling stories, making pictures, concocting 

symbolisms, and deploying tropes.” For ANT, narratives play a pivotal role. Czarniawska (2004b: 

37-38) concurs that “every narrative becomes new with each retelling, and the “petrification” of 

[narratives] is not the result of the myopia of the researcher but of intensive stabilizing work by 

the narrators.” The main players in these stories are humans, boats, life vests, telephones, radars, 

thermovision cameras, screens, electricity, identity documents, armbands, gloves, masks, fog, 

warehouses, tents, age, sex, laws and regulations, coffins and roses. All these objects allowed me 

to tell the story about the refugee itself, and what the refugee is depending on when, where and 

with who or with what it is enacted. And, thus, in order to stabilize and solidify the refugee's actor-

network, I needed narratives. 

While “contemporary research strategy takes recourse increasingly to trajectories that are 

empirically relativist and ontologically realist (cf. sociological triangulation),” Lee and Hassard 

                                                
56 For more on monograph see e.g., Williams et al. (2009). It refers to a detailed piece of academic text in 
a single volume format. Unlike the alternative form of doctoral dissertations—collections of articles—where 
the structure is predefined and quite restricting, monograph is more like a book which gives the author the 
freedom to structure however, and include whatever, s/he deems pertinent. 
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(1999: 393) argue that “the research strategies of ANT largely invert this position.” ANT views 

organizing as a tool made up of connections between diverse collective objects (Latour, 2005). 

And, my main aim was to get to know how events are chained or related to other events so that I 

could study chains of events. Events do not connect spontaneously; they are, according to 

Czarniawska (2004: 779), tied to one another by the objects and observers through the activity of 

narrating. The story in this dissertation is built based on different narratives, generated together 

with the various interlocutors I spoke with. Then, through a narrative approach, I connect these 

different narratives in a story that touches upon our lives and adds meaningfulness.  

Gertsen and Søderberg (2010: 250) say that “[a] narrative is composed of a sequence of 

particular events selected, prioritised, and ordered by the narrator from a certain point of view,” 

and continue by saying that “[e]vents can be defined as ‘the transition from one state to another, 

caused or experienced by [objects]’” (ibid.). I trace the “organizing attempts” in non-linear ways. 

Though there are possible innovations and deviations occurring, this connection tends to be 

according to a pattern that is legitimate at a certain time and a certain space (Czarniawska, 2004b). 

I do not follow a smooth narrative in this text. I have different stories from the field that help me, 

not empirically but analytically, generalize the outcomes of my study. 

Although I tried to group the stories in three of the subchapters (5.3., 5.4. and 5.5.) of the 

next chapter (Organizing Refugees) according to three phases of the travel of (African and Middle 

Eastern) refugees (that try to reach the EU), the events are not necessarily in chronological order. 

At one moment, I am in a Greek refugee camp, at another moment I am in the Bulgarian-Turkish 

border area and at the next moment, I am at the SCS. The time differs as well. While one story can 

be taking place during autumn 2015, another story can be taking place in the summer of 2017. A 

few moments later, a third story can go back to 2016. Instead of following a pure time sequence 

of events, I construct a story through a particular order of the events, not linearly ordered but 

according to a plot. Gertsen and Søderberg (2010: 250) point out that “plotting is the basic activity 

by which events are structured and connected into a meaningful whole.” Accordingly, I jump from 

one scene to another depending on what they show and demonstrate, in order to fit into my plot; I 

integrate the events into a plot, so that the events gain a meaning. The events are placed together 

in such a way to show a contrasting effect and help the reader understand what a refugee is 

depending on the different space and time, and what is at stake at each time and locality. 
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I already indicated that I read into reports and various disciplines' take on refugees. I use 

such knowledge to understand certain practices and to explain certain contexts in my empirical 

stories. It is important to point out that I cannot claim a deeper understanding of economics, 

sociology, social anthropology, law studies, political studies, cultural studies, medical studies and 

other disciplines as such. My understanding of their reality or epistemology is mainly related to 

their engagement with refugees. What I use in my stories is knowledge from these disciplines that 

is useful to me to explain my empirical material. Thus, although I am not conducting 

multidisciplinary research nor doing a science study, I have multidisciplinary resources that I use 

when they are needed to explain certain aspects of my stories. Furthermore, it confirms Mol's 

(2002: ix) argument that “disciplinary boundaries are blurred.” 

Earlier in this chapter, I used various short stories from different localities (a Greek refugee 

camp, a Greek island, the Aegean Sea, Bulgaria-Turkish border area and SCS) as well as different 

times (January 2016, autumn of 2015 and summer of 2016) to demonstrate certain events where 

various refugee realities are enacted through various practices. In chapter 5 (Organizing Refugees), 

I present diverse stories, from different places and different times, that explain how different modes 

of organizing achieve the multiple refugee. However, besides those different stories, I will present 

two complex stories: the first one takes place on the Greek island of Samos; the other story is an 

individual account of a refugee traveling from Iraq to Finland, and in between. I constructed the 

“Samos” story by using parts of the dialogue I had with a volunteer, while the Iraqi refugee's story 

is constructed by using parts of the hours and hours of dialogues I had with him for five years. 

Although it is my writing and I corrected grammar, both of these stories are constructed by using 

their own words. However, in the Iraqi refugee story, there are three occasions that involve me 

where, instead of him, I am the one telling how I saw the events. I would like to say that these still 

are their stories; however, a more accurate way of describing them would be to say that these are 

the stories we enacted together. 

I use photos in my text. There are, for example, little children in a refugee camp whose 

parents try to keep them away from sewage and other dangerous waste because there is a possibility 

of an epidemic. The conditions in the camp can be described with text, but a photo (or a photo 

collage) helps the reader to visualize the reality in which these people find themselves. For ethical 

reasons, although I have many photos with people on them, I intentionally chose to include mostly 

photos that lack refugees on them; in those photos that have refugees on them, the refugees cannot 
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be identified because their faces are blurred or too small to be identifiable. I also have a few photo 

collages I made by using photos from Frontex's website57; a photo of a map from Deutsche Welle 

news that shows the places where the Balkan route was closed; a photo collage I made by using 

tables and graphs from the SMA's reports; and a photo collage I made by using a couple of photos 

from the websites of the American Association of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgeons (AAOMS) and 

Australia's New South Wales Ministry of Health (NSW Health) that shows what X-radiation (X-

ray) and “magnetic resonance imaging” (MRI) look like. However, there are stories in which I do 

not use photos either because I do not have a photo appropriate for those stories or I deem the 

publishing of such photos might entail ethical issues. Besides my own empirical material, 

participant observation material and photos, I also used secondhand material such as brochures, 

leaflets and news articles from online sources. Examples of such material are the quotes I use from 

certain politicians or public figures. In such cases, because I use quotes from their interviews or 

briefings, I was very careful when choosing the online sources; I relied on well-known media 

sources such as BBC and Radio Sweden, for example. 

Musacchio Adorisio (2015: 79) states that “in communicating reality we construct reality, 

and that we do so socially.” Gabriel (2015: 275) even claims that he views “narrative not as 

something that happens ‘inside’ a given box called organization, but as something that serves to 

construct the box itself.” It is hard to find a full narrative in our material, so there is a role played 

by the researcher who needs to construct the narrative by bringing different parts of the story 

together. 
“In the beginning the researchers tend to panic and try to chase ‘the action’, but in time they learn 

that ‘important events’ become such in accounts [...] Events must be made important or 

unimportant” (Czarniawska, 2004: 776). 

 

This highlights the vital role of the narrators in organizing; they are the ones making events 

important or unimportant. I am the one deciding what goes into my text and what does not—what 

is going to be elevated and what is going to be downplayed. As indicated earlier, I am the mediator. 

The researchers' role entails a great responsibility. Additionally, the researcher is faced with 

choices of what to include and exclude because considering everything that happens is neither 

possible nor meaningful (Law, 2004; Latour, 2005). There is a selection and editing that the 

                                                
57 I received a written permission to use the photos in my dissertation. 
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researcher does. The coding process helped me reduce the amount of empirical material I was 

working with. I included into my text certain parts I believed were relevant to my research; I 

selected stories that demonstrate modes of organizing and show contradictions (e.g., Space 

Aggregation story; A Safe Haven for Both story) and unexpected outcomes (e.g., Mobile vs. 

Immobile story; Showable vs. Unshowable story). Although there is always a certain degree of 

interpretation left to the reader, coding and narrating are ways to present the reader with the most 

relevant details of our empirical material. It is a powerful tool that lets one decide what the reader 

reads and does not read. Thus, I am mediating and interfering not only in the field but also at my 

desk. 

Charmaz (2006) views the coding process as an interactive endeavor. She says that “[w]e 

interact with our participants and subsequently interact with them again many times over through 

studying their statements and observed actions and re-envisioning the scenes in which we know 

them” (Charmaz, 2006: 47). As part of this dissertation, I present a story of an individual refugee 

I followed for five years. After I wrote his story, I went through it with him and he corrected the 

parts that I have misunderstood. This allowed him to be not just an interlocutor but also part of the 

analytical process. Although I might still hold the final say on what goes into the text and what 

does not, this exercise was an attempt to give a “louder” and more powerful voice to the objects 

of our studies. 

My selection was dependent on not only what I heard as discourses but also my bodily 

experiences (Thanem and Knights, 2019). I selected stories that show something to the reader—

something that can wake up their senses. For example, I have been to refugee camps where I have 

witnessed babies and kids walking barefoot on freezing concrete; as mentioned earlier, I have 

witnessed conditions that were inhumane and dangerous to refugees' health. Such bodily 

experiences made me emphasize more the humanitarian aspect in some of my stories. 

However, as argued by Jensen and Sandström (2016), in any selection and editing process, 

every act of inclusion is also an act of exclusion. Accordingly, besides including many stories, I 

excluded many other stories from my text. Examples are stories from the Malmö tourist 

information center I generated in November 2015; or a meeting I had (in February 2016) with 

representatives of an NGO in Stockholm where refugees' accommodation issues were discussed; 

or a story from Harmanli, Bulgaria (August 2016), where I met a couple of refugees who were 

trying to get to the capital Sofia. The reasons for excluding such stories are mainly due to the 
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limited textual space I have in my dissertation and the repetition that occurs in some of those 

stories, and sometimes they do not fit within my plot. 

 

 
Depiction 2: Humanity. Source: Yashar Mahmud 

I took this photo of the graffiti made by refugees in a Greek refugee camp—The Warehouse. It was 

a reminder to do what I believe is right. 

 

At the same time, since the point with stories is to show something analytically to the reader, the 

stories I have in my dissertation are enough for me to show what I would like to show. Czarniawska 
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and Hernes (2005: 13) point to what Lee and Hassard (1999) claim, namely that “ANT ‘overcomes 

its limits’, not by enforcing its boundaries—its view of what belongs and what does not—on 

others, but by removing from itself any terms and conditions that might serve to exclude others.” 

Thus, as Hallin et al. (2013: 6) claim, “the idea is not to represent reality but to [narrate] it.” 

Narratives are what is connecting and tying together the objects into an actor-network. Although 

without the practices, narratives are useless, without the narratives, the practices are not linked 

(Czarniawska, 2004b). Therefore, the narratives are what make the practices reconcile. 

In chapter 3 (Following Refugees), I wrote that I have been to many places. However, I 

was not going to all these places to only generate new stories; I was also carrying the stories I 

already had with me. So, stories from one place traveled to other places (Mol, 2002). I shared some 

of my experiences with the people I met. Through dialogues with the people—refugees, 

practitioners, volunteers and academics (including my supervisors)—I encountered, I crafted new 

stories. I was the carrier and the co-creator of these stories. As the time went on, my travels shaped 

my stories. 

Refugees are organized materially and narratively: a) materially through the fences, 

architectural structures and refugee camps; and b) narratively through the meanings which they 

attribute to themselves, and the meanings other people attribute to them and also through what 

they do. Refugees are objects of external attempts to organize, and they are subjects when it comes 

to their own organizing efforts. The refugee is something done to the person but also something 

which the person does himself. This means that a refugee is simultaneously subject to “organizing 

attempts” (Weick, 1969; 1979), not only by external multitudinous objects but also by its own 

efforts. The refugee is structured and is a structuring process (Morawska, 2001; 2009). Thus, a 

refugee is a self-organizing and, at the same time, being-organized object. And the process of a 

person starting from Syria and ending up in Sweden, for example, could involve “organizing 

attempts” by numerous objects. Therefore, refugees end up in their countries of destination58 (e.g., 

Sweden, Germany, Finland, UK, Turkey and Lebanon) not by some unarranged circumstances but 

rather due to “organizing attempts” that could be chaotic and ad-hoc at times. However, it is not 

un-organizing, it is an act of “organizing attempts.” Thus, organizing refugees is an actor-network 

                                                
58 Country of destination refers to a country where refugees will end up either by their own wishes or 
depending on the distribution by authorities such as the UNHCR. From here on, I refer to such countries as 
destination countries. 
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that consists of people, their practices, supporting non-human objects and quasi-objects, held 

together by a narrative. 

 

4.3. Pluralism vs. Multiplicity 
What the hitherto short stories show is that, ontologically, a refugee can be an alive person, a dead 

body, a life vest, washed ashore shoe, a group of people with life vest packed on a small boat, a 

sound of a small motor and even an image or a silhouette on a screen. Law (2008) argues that the 

way to perform reality is through a scientific discipline and various practices. The refugee research 

is plural and fragmented, which is a direct effect of their diverse methodologies and disciplinary 

traditions. Depending on where, when, with what or with whom it is enacted, a refugee is a 

different object. What kind of object it is depends on the practice that enacts it. Each practice 

comes with its own set of theories, epistemologies and methods that enact its own version of the 

refugee. At one moment, it is a communication issue (interpreter needed), while a little later, it is 

an administrative issue (needs to be administered by police with the help of other objects such as 

papers, computer or printer). In the waters, it is a humanitarian issue (a person being saved from 

drowning), while on the beach, it is another type of humanitarian and also a health issue (a dead 

body lying there and being attended to by the relevant authorities). At the border, it is a psychology 

and legal issue (a person running for his life and trying not to be detected while crossing illegally); 

while in the surveillance room, it is a border security issue (a silhouette or a red dot on a screen). 

Each one of these refugee enactments is a result of different practices involving different 

epistemologies. Each practice involves different objects and enacts its own refugee reality that can 

be different than, or similar to, the one that another practice enacts. Since realities are produced 

within the practices and because practices differ, so do realities (Mol, 2002). Thus, as indicated 

earlier (in Mol's ANT), I end up with as many refugee enactments as the number of practices that 

enact them. 

And here, I need once more to “relate” to the question of pluralism vs. multiplicity. As 

pointed out earlier (in Mol's ANT), it is alluring to say that such enactments are different 

perspectives on a single object. Following Mol's (2002) logic, however, this is exactly what I 

would argue against; looking into perspectives is not what I am doing here. While archaeology 

tells us something about refugees through artifacts, other social sciences show us other accounts 
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of refugees, and they do it through different “things.” This indicates that the refugee reality is not 

limited to the physical aspects; the physical aspect of reality is not exhaustive, and there are other 

aspects as well. One of them is the meaning which the physical reality brings with it. Mol (2002: 

12) says that “[i]n a world of meaning alone, words are related to the places from where they are 

spoken. Whatever it is they are spoken about fades away.” Using this argument, I argue that what 

refugee's physical reality “is” is fading away behind the interpretations of “some matter that is 

projected somewhere” (ibid.). The refugee, who is involuntarily confined within invisible walls, is 

an example how the meaning that he attaches to his living conditions determines how he feels and 

lives there but there are practicalities that come forth—such as walking, taking a bus, grocery 

shopping and “killing time.” Although this allows us to have numerous perspectives and 

interpretations of the object that is under observation, the object itself is “not touched”; it is left 

“alone” (ibid.). But, by just looking at it from various perspectives, that object does not disappear 

or hide somewhere. Instead, it resides in front of the eyes of all the observers who do not either 

see it or dare to engage with it (ibid.). 

If I assume that all the different refugee enactments are one single thing, I have to claim 

that there is an ontological monism, i.e. to have one or a single existence. However, Ludwig 

Wittgenstein argues that “there is no overarching, single, fundamental ontology, but only a 

patchwork of overlapping interconnected ontologies ineluctably leading from one to another”59. 

There is more than one thing. As I showed in the previous short stories, there are many different 

refugee enactments. The question, then, is whether this is ontological pluralism. 
“Ontological pluralism is the doctrine that there are different ways or modes of being. In 

contemporary guise, it is the doctrine that a logically perspicuous description of reality will use 

multiple quantifiers which cannot be thought of as ranging over a single domain.” (Turner, 2012: 

419) 

 

If it is so, it would mean that there are many heterogeneous objects; and, if they were to be plural, 

they would be heterogeneous objects standing apart. Examples are if the “sound of a motor” was 

just a sound and not related to incoming refugees; or if the “life vests washed up on a shore” 

belonged to someone who was not a refugee but a tourist; or if the “silhouette on the screen” was 

                                                
59 See e.g., L. Wittgenstein, §68 in Philosophical Investigations (Blackwell, 2009). 
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just an image of someone or something other than a refugee. Then, these realities would be plural; 

they would be separate entities that are fragmented and standing apart. 

However, this is not the case. I argue that they are neither homogeneous objects nor 

heterogeneous objects standing apart; they are heterogeneous objects that go by the same name 

(cf. Mol, 1999; 2002). I am not claiming that there are no plural realities out there—there are 

realities that are fragmented and do not hang together; there are perspectives and pluralistic kinds 

of realities and we learn from them. However, if I assume that all these different enactments are 

standing on their own, as in being fragmented and not hanging together, then I could miss 

something, i.e. I could miss the multiplicity and, thus, that those realities actually hang together. 

I argue that studying “perspectives” may seem as a way to attend to the “refugee itself” but 

it would be misleading (cf. Mol, 2002). If I attend to the meaning, the physical reality might be 

left out; or, if I attend only to the physical reality, the meaning part would be left out. So, how do 

we address these concerns? Mol (2002: 12-13, italics in original) suggests to take a “third step” 

that requires “foregrounding practicalities, materialities, events.” By taking this third step, she 

says, the object of our concern “becomes a part of what is done in practice” (Mol, 2002: 13). In 

practice, a refugee can be more than one and, instead of being fragmented into “many,” it can be 

multiple without shifting into pluralism, i.e. “separate entities each standing apart in homogeneous 

fields” (Mol, 1999: 85). 
“[T]he ontology that comes with equating what is with what is done is not of a pluralist kind. The 

manyfoldedness of objects enacted does not imply their fragmentation. [...] This, then, is what I 

would like the term multiple to convey: that there is manyfoldedness, but not pluralism. In the 

hospital the body (singular) is multiple (many).” (Mol, 2002: 83–84, italics in original) 

 

As argued by Jensen and Sandström (2019), Mol's (2002) answer to pluralism is a space multiple 

approach in which “seemingly disparate enactments… are understood in terms of coexistence and 

difference” (Jensen and Sandström, 2019: 1). 

In material-semiotic mode (see Latour, 1999a; Mol, 1999; Law, 2004), I show that each 

practice generates its own material reality (Mol, 2002; Law, 2008). Even this dissertation is “part 

of a practice, or a set of practices” (Mol, 2002: 151) that generate an account of the refugee. Each 

account of the refugee comes across as a singular because there are different accounts of it. The 

reason for this is due to the understanding of objects as the focal point of various perspectives 

(Law, 2008). However, what would happen if we “refrain from understanding objects as the central 
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points of focus of different people's perspectives [... and try] to understand them instead as things 

manipulated in practices” (Mol, 2002: 4)? 

“If the practices are foregrounded there is no longer a single passive object in the middle, waiting 

to be seen from the point of view of seemingly endless series of perspectives. Instead, objects come 

into being—and disappear—with the practices in which they are manipulated. And since the object 

of manipulation tends to differ from one practice to another, reality multiplies.” (Mol, 2002: 5) 

 

Thanks to a “shift from an epistemological to a praxiographic inquiry into reality” (Mol, 2002: 

32), there are multiple realities. Praxiography is the type of inquiry where “the practicalities of 

doing [refugee] are part of the story” (Mol, 2002: 31); it is a story about practices. Reality does 

not precede practices that enact it, but it is a part of them (Mol, 1999). With this shift, “knowledge 

is not understood as a matter of reference, but as one of manipulation… the philosophy of 

knowledge acquires an ethnographic interest in knowledge practices” (Mol, 2002: 5). This means 

that knowledge (i.e. science) interferes with other practices and, thus, participates in reality. The 

focus is on the interference between the different ways of doing reality. Instead of following the 

gaze that tries to see the objects, I follow refugees as they are being enacted in practice. Following 

refugees provides me with clues about what affects the refugee enactments in particular contexts. 

 Referring to Mol’s (2002) The Body Multiple, Law (2004: 13, italics in original) says that 

“different practices tend to produce not only different perspectives, but also different realities.” 

For this reason, Mol (2002) argues that things that we take for granted such as being settled or 

observable phenomena are not just objects waiting out there; they are always multiple. Reality, she 

argues, multiplies when we attend to the practices. Hence, the methods and practices employed to 

understand refugees are not only describing them but also producing or enacting them. 
“The argument is no longer that methods discover and depict realities. Instead, it is that they 

participate in the enactment of those realities.” (Law, 2004: 46, italics in original) 

 

They enact not only the signified but also the signifier. And they do it in whichever way possible. 

The signifier, as Thanem (2001: 358) points out, “is not simply a static carrier of meaning. 

Meaning is never given by a particular signifier, but is an outcome of differences between various 

signifiers.” This implies a shift in the method as well. The shift towards interactive performative 

methods, however, brings some consequences with it. There is a double multiplicity: one that 

refugees, other humans and non-human objects enact, and another one that I as a researcher enact. 
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When I adopt the material-semiotic way of enacting of reality (see Latour, 1999a; Law, 

2004; Mol, 1999), I avoid the assumption that reality is “out there” and, instead, assume that reality 

is always in the making through changing relations of heterogeneous assemblages that involve 

more-than-humans. 
“[Reality] is not given in the order of things, but that, instead, [realities] are brought into being, 

sustained, or allowed to wither away in common, day-to-day, sociomaterial practices.” (Mol, 2002: 

6) 

 

Understanding reality as enactment, instead of “being out there,” leads to the notion of multiple 

reality. The realities, produced by different methods or different research traditions, are no longer 

different perspectives on a single world. Instead, they are the enactments of different realities (Law 

and Urry, 2005). As long as I keep reality as part of the practices that produce and sustain it, it will 

be multiple (Mol, 2002). However, multiplicity is not just an ontological thing going on; it is also 

about “hanging togetherness.” Various refugee enactments (e.g., administrative, health, security, 

threats, bodies and vulnerable human beings running over a wet field) are not just different 

realities; they are multiple realities that hang together. They belong to the same world I am trying 

to enact in order to understand something. In accordance with my point of departure (i.e. reality is 

multiple), moving the focus from epistemology to reality brings forth the notion that, instead of a 

single world, there is a multiple world enacted through various social and material ties. Thus, I 

have to examine the intersections. 

Attending to the multiplicity of the refugee “can be done, or it can be undone. It is an act” 

(Mol, 2002: 152). When I attend to the performative nature of methods, I can also start to 

comprehend how the use of multiple methods to understand a presumed single phenomenon such 

as refugees can result in multiple-but assembled-objects. By shifting from an epistemological to a 

praxiographic approach towards reality (Mol, 2002), I could understand “things” differently. How 

differently could I understand them? Mol (2002: 54) claims that “the new ‘is’ is one that is situated. 

It does not say what [refugee] is by nature, everywhere [or at every moment].” 

“[P]ractices are localized and situated: they are embedded in a geographic, political, cultural, 

industrial and temporal context that influences and shapes them. They are irremediably linked to the 

context from which they emerge (Suchman, 2007) but this relationship is recursive: a change in the 

context can influence actors' practices just as practices can be modified and in turn, affect their 

broader context.” (Sergi and Hallin, 2011: 195) 
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“The praxiographic ‘is’ is not universal, it is local. It requires spatial specification” (Mol, 2002: 

54). Thus, every time I speak about what the refugee is, I also need to speak about the location—

where the enactment takes place. However, it is not only local in terms of location. I argue that it 

is also situated in time. Thus, besides where, I also need to speak about the time—when the 

enactment is done. 

The praxiographic shift forces the reconsideration of the relationship between disciplines 

and practices. If I shift my focus, and try to understand objects as being enacted in practices, I will 

end up asking not how various disciplines represent the reality but rather how they interfere (Mol, 

2002; Law, 2008). And, when one begins to investigate the interferences between different ways 

of doing reality, the world (i.e. reality) multiplies. Although, in theory, the objects can be seen as 

single, in practice, the objects differ from one practice to another. Such multiplicity, however, does 

not lead to a relativistic world nor to realities becoming fragmented. Instead, as Law (2004: 61) 

points out, it leads to “something much more complex.” It leads to different realities that “overlap 

and interfere with one another” (ibid., italics in original). 
“[T]he discovery of multiplicity suggests that we are no longer living in the modern world, located 

within a single epistème. Instead, we discover that we are living in different worlds. These are not 

worlds—that great trope of modernity—that belong on the one hand to the past and on the other to 

the present. Instead, we discover that we are living in two or more neighboring worlds, worlds that 

overlap and coexist. Multiplicity is thus about coexistence at a single moment.” (Mol and Law, 

2002: 8) 

 

Thus, I end up with performative science and multiple refugee realities or—if I follow the example 

from Mol's (2002) title—the refugee multiple. 

This, in itself, has effects on the way in which I view the refugee “organizing attempts”—

what appears to be a single object might be “more than one and less than many” (Strathern 1991: 

35). This means that the “whole” refugee reality is more than the sum of the individual refugee 

realities (cf. Durkheim, 1982). What this means for my study is that a refugee at the SCS with the 

police is not the same object as a refugee at the SCS with the volunteers nor as a refugee in a 

Bulgarian refugee camp with the police, although they might bear the same name or be the same 

person. I understand refugee multiple as “more than one” but not ultimately fragmented into 

“many” (cf. Mol, 2002). One reason for being “less than many” is because different refugee 
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realities overlap in different practices. Besides being different realities, they might “hang together” 

which means that they might be interdependent. Instead of being “separate entities that stand apart 

in homogeneous fields” (Mol, 1999: 85), they might be different versions of reality that “have 

many relations between them” (ibid.). Therefore, the different realities might coexist. Their 

coexistence, however, is not without tensions; “they may be opposed, but they may also be 

complementary” (Alcadipani and Hassard, 2010: 428) and can happen through various forms and 

modes. If they do relate together, it is a practical matter (Mol, 2002). 

However, if I attempt to follow only the objects that are already in place, such as the formal 

organizations, for example, it is possible to forget that they have not always existed. It is important 

to note that, in ANT, there are no pre-ordered structures. Concurrently, although I studied practices 

and events instead of people and forms, I tried not to forget that the processes do not exist without 

the structures. I tried to keep in mind that they are co-creators of each other; it is the interplay 

between the people and other things that gives birth to the emergent order or organizing. It is done 

with the aim to smooth out the tensions between different realities. If it is not done, the 

“organizing” will collapse (Czarniawska, 2008), which will result in things getting separated 

(fallen) into different unrelated things, i.e. fragmented into “many.” 

Thus, by adopting this approach—to foreground the practicalities of the practices that enact 

refugees—I will show that a refugee, instead of being a plural and fragmented phenomenon, is of 

a multiple kind that hangs together. Although I pointed it out at the beginning of this chapter, I 

would like to reemphasize that this is not an easy job; it takes effort and constant performance by 

various objects to hold the different realities together (Law and Singleton, 2005). In the next 

chapter (Organizing Refugees), I will demonstrate what it takes to hold such multiple realities 

together. In order to show how different refugee realities are organized in practice, I will utilize 

Mol's (2002) modes of organizing. They are the tools out of which the multiple reality emerges. 

At the same time, I explore the possibilities of additional modes of organizing that deal with 

coexisting realities. 
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Chapter 5: ORGANIZING REFUGEES 
 
I begin this chapter with the “Samos” story where I focus on space, time, and non-humans, to show 

what happens in a relatively small space within a relatively short amount of time. Then, through 

tables and text, I discuss Mol's (2002) modes of organizing. After presenting her modes, through 

other stories within three subchapters, I show how a “complex” or “chaotic” world can be untwined 

and how various modes of organizing deal with the various refugee realities. Whenever I present 

a new mode or submode of organizing (different from Mol's), I end that story with a table that 

summarizes what it is about. I end the chapter with an Iraqi refugee's story, where I focus on an 

individual level to show that all those modes of organizing—that happen through so many different 

refugee stories—could occur in an individual refugee account. Additionally, besides being a 

detailed story of an individual refugee where all modes could be present, it is an individual 

narrative account that presents a coherency (in tension). 

 

5.1. Chaos on an Island 
During the last several years, the Greek islands have been many refugees' entry points into the EU. 

This is a story constructed by using parts of my dialogue with a Swede who has a summer house 

on the Greek island of Samos that is located in the eastern Aegean Sea, separated from Turkey by 

the mile-wide Mycale Strait. The events in this story take place during the summer (July-August) 

of 2015 when the refugee influx towards Europe was intensifying on a daily basis. 
My husband's parents have a house on a Greek island called Samos. The island is close to 

Kuşadası60; there are just two kilometers between the two countries [Greece and Turkey], but there 

are some mountains stretching out—very steep mountains on both sides. When we are on the second 

floor of our house there, we see the Turkish mountains across... We go swimming in the sea almost 

every day. If you can swim more than a mile, you can easily reach Turkey. So, it's very close... We 

go to Samos every year and spend 2-3 weeks in our summer house. We have seen refugees coming 

in groups, like men your age or younger, coming with backpacks. We have seen it every year but it 

used to be just twenty refugees in total each summer. 

                                                
60 Kuşadası is a beach resort town located on Turkey's western Aegean coast. 
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Last summer [in 2015] before we went there, my parents-in-law were telling us that there 

are more refugees coming. But, on the first morning, what happened was that I was going to drive 

to the bakery to buy bread for the kids—I do this every morning in the summertime. I opened our 

gates and I saw some people, and said to myself: what are they doing here? It's so early in the 

morning. I stopped and I just lost my face. There were 40 people—young men—outside my house at 

that early hour of the day. 

I: Who are you? was my first question to them. 

Young men (Ym): We’re from Syria, they said. 

I: Whau… what are you doing here? 

Ym: We came with a boat. 

I: What boat? 

Ym: We came with dinghies. 

This was so early, we didn’t see it on the TV. Then, I sat in my car and just drove the car back. I 

went back into the house and said to my husband: “Look, something weird is happening.” “What 

is happening?”, he asked me. “There are so many guys outside from Syria—can you go outside and 

talk to them?”, was my reply. He went out and talked to them for a while. During that morning, 

there were around 100 refugees who came. I was stunned. “What is happening?”, I asked myself. I 

started asking our neighbors about the situation and we didn’t realize what was happening. 

Afterwards, it slowed for a little while but then it just exploded. Lots of people came—you could see 

200-300 people coming in groups. And, it kept on. 

Many of our neighbors have watchdogs. So, if somebody is walking, a dog starts barking. 

I started looking outside, every time I heard a dog barking. At one moment, the dogs started to bark 

for a long time. There was a commotion. There were many refugees outside. I went out and spoke 

to them. 

“Do you know where the police station is?” one of them asked. 

“Yes, it's in town,” was my reply. 

I explained to them how to get there. By that time, we knew—from our neighbors—that it's illegal 

to drive them. So, we couldn’t drive them. It was going to take them about an hour to walk but these 

were young people, so this was fine for them. And, usually, they were walking in groups the same 

way as they came with the boats: 30-50 people in each group. Some of the people who were arriving 

at the island needed to walk for around 5-6 hours until they reached the harbor and the police 

station. Many of the refugees reached the police station by walking, others arrived by a Coast Guard 

pulling their boats into the harbor. 

The first morning when I saw that, I felt so naive. I didn’t know who these boys—standing 

outside of my house—were. And, seeing the families and the people like you and me, affected by a 

cruel war and oppressive regimes, made me think deeply about the whole situation... I just related 
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to the whole situation and my heart just went to them. I couldn’t turn my back on these people. I had 

to do something. 

I went to the harbor to help out with whatever I could. There were so many different things 

happening, very hard to comprehend in such a short time. It was chaos! So many people arrived 

simultaneously and everyone was running around. At one point, I realized that my clothes were all 

wet too. “What is happening?” I asked myself. When refugees arrived on the island or at its harbor, 

their clothes were all wet. They arrived there completely wet out of these terrible boats. Then, I 

realized that it was because there was a boat which came with lots of people who were with wet 

clothes and in a rush. I was trying to get them off the boat and all my clothes were wet because I 

was in direct contact with them. That day, I didn’t sit down for 12-14 hours. I didn’t have a break, 

I didn’t go to the toilet, I didn’t eat; I do not even remember whether I drank something. And, this 

went on for days. I just kept going but then I realized, this cannot go on like this, I cannot keep on 

going like this. 

I and some others there started giving the refugees water because, as you know, it is really 

hot during the summer and some of them didn’t even have drinking water. Also, we started to buy 

nutritional bars and fruits, just for them to have something to eat on the road. We understand 

everybody is hungry, the Greek government will provide food but it will take some time. During 

these endeavors, I met local ladies who are from Denmark but they are married to Greek men, and 

they live there on Samos. They put up a tent and started giving breakfasts in the harbor where more 

and more refugees started to gather. The breakfasts were prepared by myself and other mothers. 

There were so many small details to pay attention to; we had to coordinate. We had a group on 

[“social media”] through which we were deciding who does what. Someone was boiling eggs, 

others were preparing sandwiches and tea, or buying juice and milk. We were also conscious of 

their religious food preferences; they were asking us whether we are sure that it's not pork; they 

were asking us whether there is gelatin in the food. Most of them were just happy to get a meal. 

When we didn’t have time to make sandwiches, we bought full nutritional cakes, energy 

bars, and yoghurts. We had a lot of fruits. We handed out fruits to mothers and pregnant women; 

we gave them bananas. We had a very big donation of chocolate croissants from a Greek airline. 

We were handing them out to the very young who have traveled for 2-3 days non-stop. We attended 

to the kids and gave the breakfasts mainly to them, to give them some nutrition, you know. Our motto 

was: “we give to the kids first and then we give to the adults.” But, you know, sometimes, if we do 

not have more food, we do not have more food. Many of the kids have been in a refugee camp before 

arriving in Greece, so they knew their way around—they came once, twice, three and four times for 

more food. We had to do something to ensure equal and fair distribution. So, one Danish lady had 

stickers, like stamps, so she could stamp them. And, then, we knew who had been through us already 

that day. I didn’t like that, I didn’t like the idea of it. But, it was a way to show them that everyone 



 118 

is allowed once, otherwise if one goes through us 3-4 times, the other kids will not get any. The 

resources were limited. 

I was very impressed by the Greeks—they gave the jackets they had, they tried to help as 

much as they could. However, the distribution of clothes was very difficult with this large number 

of people. It also became dangerous. When we had clothes in our car and I opened it, people came 

to take whatever they desired. I tried to be kind but firm. I was telling them: “We have clothes but 

we cannot give them if everybody starts pushing and not behaving in a proper manner. Otherwise, 

we stop.” So, we had to be very firm. 

At that time [July 2015], nobody was there—no UN, no Red Cross, nobody but the locals 

including us [the resident-tourists], the [Greek] coast guard and local police officers. So, it was 

hectic. When people were arriving, there was no way to take care of all those people, it was just 

overwhelming because it's a small island, you cannot have that many people on it. The harbor was 

getting overcrowded by the hour. So, it was chaos and it wasn’t working out. The need was big. But, 

there were these emergency sheds; they were like containers; these were funded by the Greek 

government with the EU money. They were used for families who were waiting for their turn to come 

in order to move on with their journeys. There were two toilets and one shower. So, people were 

doing their needs everywhere. It was inhumane, it was really chaotic and bad. There was a woman 

who had a heart attack, so we needed to find a doctor. It was difficult to handle these situations: all 

types of people and their problems that accompany them. 

The UNHCR came in early August [2015]. But, they needed some time to build their 

operations; they couldn’t function from day one. They had an observational role at the beginning: 

What are the needs? How are the children treated? How many tents and houses are needed? It takes 

a lot of time to build up such a structure. So, they built a temporary camp close to the harbor where 

the boats depart to Athens. Although the camp was built for 300 people, in July and August [2015], 

there were 2,000 refugees living in that camp. At some point, there were around 1,000 refugees 

coming every night and 3,000 already were waiting there—it started to pile up really fast. Within a 

very short time, there were thousands of people living in a very small space. It was a complete 

chaos! 

The way to reach Athens was through getting on board of the big ships that transport 

passengers from the Greek islands to the Greek capital. During the time when the largest migration 

[in 2015] was happening, I know that they rented big boats to transport refugees from the islands 

to Thessaloniki instead. This happened because Athens was already very crowded; so, they used big 

boats to transport these refugees to other locations than Athens. However, in order to get on board 

those ships, the refugees needed to get a document from the local police authority. When they 

arrived at the harbor, the police officers gave them some papers to fill in and they were put aside, 

so that they could fill them in. After they filled them in, they had to stay in line to show their passports 
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and other identity documents to the police officers. But, since there were thousands of refugees, it 

was difficult to know whose turn is next or to have them stay in line. 

The Greek Border Police and The Coast Guard created a system. It was such a huge 

number of people that, at the harbor, the police and the coast guard started handing out numbers 

to the refugees, so there can be some order to decide who gets to have his documents reviewed next. 

Everyone had to go [to the harbor] to get their numbers. And, at the beginning—in July and August 

[2015]—everyone who came to the harbor had a number. The officers asked refugees for their 

names and then issued a paper with a number for each person. If it was a family, they were giving 

them, for example, “71” to the father and, then, “71-1” to his wife, “71-2” to their child and so on. 

At one point, I was trying to help with putting people in line because they were fighting. They wanted 

to go first in line. However, speaking to them was an issue as well—not all understood what I was 

saying. So, we were just finding a refugee who speaks English and were trying to communicate 

through that refugee. I tried to talk to the women who understood English, to make sure everyone 

stood in line. I was telling them: “You have your number, you have to wait, your turn will come.” 

We had refugees arriving, we had refugees waiting in line and those who were leaving the 

island. But, not everyone was leaving. If you were from Syria, for example, you can go with the boat 

to Athens or Thessaloniki. If you were from any African country, however, you cannot continue your 

journey, you have to stay in the camp. After receiving a stamp from the police which allows them to 

travel further, Syrian refugees were able to get on board of those vessels and travel further. Others—

such as the ones from African countries—who do not get a stamp remained on the island. We tried 

to build something good out of something which was really bad. And, I think that we did what we 

could. But, it was never enough, never enough. 

 

This story tells of a “world” that this volunteer lives in; it is full of pain, it hurts, and it is full of 

struggles. But, the protagonists in this story—volunteers—do not give up; they go on with their 

tasks and keep on moving; they keep on organizing. What took me almost five years to understand 

and enact in my text was explained to me in an hour-long discourse. Similar to Jensen and 

Sandström's (2019: 12) young worker who “tells her stories at a local hotel, not in the spaces that 

she refers to,” in an-hour-long dialogue at one of the coffee shops in the middle of Stockholm, an 

ordinary person—the volunteer—told me what the “world” is and how she shifted between the 

different realities. Additionally, this story tells me that the “world” is complex, that time and 

locality matter, but so do non-human objects such as stamps or papers issued by certain authorities, 

and stickers that volunteers place on refugees. They all have their roles in the refugee actor-

networks that are being enacted on the island. I will demonstrate how such a “chaotic” “world” 

could be untwined and still not result in a pluralistic world; although there will be different refugee 
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realities enacted, I will show how they still hang together. For this purpose, I will use other stories 

while putting to use Mol's (2002) modes and the modes of organizing I put together. Before doing 

that, however, I will shortly present what Mol's (2002) modes of organizing are and how they 

work. 

 

5.2. Modes of Organizing 
In her book about the practices that enact atherosclerosis, as shown in Table 3, Mol (2002) has 

three main modes of organizing: coordination, distribution and inclusion. Coordination is the 

mode where the incoherences between different versions of atherosclerosis (pain on walking, X-

ray photo of narrowed or blocked blood vessels, Doppler readings, a white paste) are dealt with by 

surgeon, radiologist, other professionals in the various departments (radiography, surgery, 

ultrasound department, morgue) of a hospital. Additionally, sometimes, there is a search for 

singularity. Distribution is the mode where, while letting incoherences between different 

enactments continue existing, singularity is not sought after; it is where space and time, together 

with other objects, are the ones separating the conflicting realities. Inclusion is the mode where 

the intransitivity61 between the different realities is the main point; it is when different realities are, 

sometimes, mutually inclusive like “plastic bags” that can fit into one another. 

 

Table 3—Mol's (2002) Main Modes of Organizing 

 

modes\dimensions 

Same 

Space? 

Same 

Time? 

Search for 

Singularity? 

Effects 

 

coordination 

Yes Yes / 

No 

Yes / No incoherences solved; realities are hierarchically settled, 

added with no worries about discrepancies, or correlated 

 

distribution 

Yes / 

No 

Yes / 

No 

No incoherences not solved; realities kept apart 

 

inclusion 

Yes / 

No 

Yes / 

No 

Yes / No transitive/intransitive relations between realities 

                                                
61 For more on intransitivity, see Poddiakov and Valsiner (2013). 
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Table 4—Mol’s (2002) Types of Coordination 

 

submodes\dimensions 

Existing 

simultaneously

? 

Search for 

Singularity

? 

Priority 

among 

realities? 

Effects 

 

 

 

addition 

 

hierarchy 

Yes Yes Yes one reality wins, while the other loses 

 

addition with 

discrepancies 

Yes No No each reality treated equally; none is 

given more weight than the other 

 

calibration 

Yes No No realities made comparable through other 

objects 

 

Coordination is Mol's (2002) first mode of organizing. According to Mol (2002), as shown in 

Table 4, there are two submodes of coordination for dealing with the “coherence-in-tension” (Mol, 

2002: 84): addition and calibration. She divides addition into two more submodes: hierarchy and 

“addition with discrepancies”62. The first way of achieving “coherence-in-tension,” for Mol 

(2002), is through setting up a hierarchy between the diverging claims. In the hierarchy submode 

of organizing, there is an assumption that there is a common object behind the enactments. There 

are cases where there are incoherence and inconsistency between different realities. In such cases, 

often, one wins over the other. This would mean that when faced with two contradicting realities, 

one could be awarded a right to “live on,” while the other is cast aside, or pacified. Although for 

that time and place only, it stops playing a mediator role, it becomes an intermediary. 

This, however, need not always be the case. “It is also possible,” Mol (2002: 66) claims, 

“to understand the objects of two different techniques as indeed being different objects.” In such 

cases, the discrepancies are ignored because there is no assumption that a common object is behind 

the enactments. However, they are not plural, they somehow hang together. The way to achieve 

hanging togetherness, in such cases, is through the other submodes of coordination—“addition 

                                                
62 Mol does not have a proper name for her second mode of addition; she calls it addition “with no worries 
about discrepancies” (Mol, 2002: 84). Thus, to make it easier to follow, I will name this submode “addition 
with discrepancies.” 
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with discrepancies,” or calibration. In “addition with discrepancies,” instead of discarding 

different explanations or enactments, one needs to just add them up. Instead of deciding whether 

he is this reality or that, a refugee can be many realities at once (e.g., someone who needs a shelter, 

a depressed person, a parent). The outcomes are “suggestions for action” (Mol, 2002), and 

weighing needs to proceed with the practices. 

In the second submode of coordination—calibration—the outcomes are not emerging from 

their own paradigms but are rather calibrated and made comparable through the establishment of 

common criterion that allows dealing with incoherences. When faced with diverging realities, it is 

hard to distinguish between them and one cannot decide on the action that one needs to take. It is 

hard, for example, to distinguish which refugee is hungry and which one is fed. The possibility to 

negotiate between the diverging realities emerge only thanks to the correlation which is made 

possible by an object that can make the diverging realities comparable with one another. 

Coordination helps to enact multiple versions of refugees. That, however, is not always the 

case. Sometimes, the incompatibilities between the different realities are not resolved through the 

different forms of coordination. The incoherences are let to exist and the different realities are not 

coordinated into one either. That is when Mol's (2002) second main mode of organizing—

distribution—comes into play. Distribution is a spatial metaphor which serves to show how the 

incompatibilities between different realities are not always brought down to singularities. The 

incoherences between conflicting realities are not always a reason to stop practices from being 

carried out. What is necessary in such cases is for different objects not to occupy the same site (at 

the same time). 

Distribution is the mode that helps to avoid the search for reducing differences into 

singularity—when the different “sites” are kept separate, conflicting realities are “pacified” (Mol, 

2002). Mol (2002) argues that when there are clashes or controversies between different realities, 

these disputes are usually local. These localities can be physical spaces but also indicators on 

documents or software; they can range from a piece of paper to an international border, from a 

radar screen to a huge boat, from a refugee center to a grocery store. In this mode, practices may 

go on as long as the different conflicting realities do not occupy the same locality (Mol, 2002). 

There is a possibility, Mol (2002: 88) argues, to have one version of reality over “here” and another 

one over “there.” 

Besides the possibility to have different enactments in any single location, Mol (2002: 91) 
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informs us that “there are also different styles of enacting these.” Thus, the hanging togetherness 

of different objects through distribution is not due to the object itself but rather the practices and 

strategies that are brought into the process of enactment. These strategies and practices separate 

different objects, so that hanging togetherness is possible. As Mol (2002: 115) claims, the 

distribution of different enactments across different sites and practices is what “separate[s] out 

what might otherwise clash.” It does not mean it is always harmonious; there are still conflicts and 

struggles; there are still interferences. Instead of pushing other's reality away, realities make room 

for the other's inside their own reality, but “on their own terms” (Mol, 2002: 104). Although there 

might be some tensions between different realities, a dispute is not the way to solve the issue but 

a distribution is. This indicates that, in cases where a consensus is not reached, one reality does 

not necessarily win over the other. As long as different versions are kept apart, incompatibilities 

between the enacted realities are not stopping the practices to be performed. Distribution helps put 

the differences away while the interventions are being made. Therefore, although multiplied, they 

hang together. 

 

Table 5—Mol's (2002) Types of Distribution 

submodes\dimensions Same 

Space? 

Same 

Time? 

Effects 

 

itinerary 

No Yes the diagnosed reality and the one that is treated have their own 

sites. 

 

indication criteria 

Yes / 

No 

No / 

Yes 

the different realities are separated through different situations and 

different plans of action. 

taking into account 

previous enactments 

No No the new enactment acknowledges the previous enactment. 

 

conditions of possibility 

Yes / 

No 

No what is certain now may change at a later stage in the process. 

 

Mol (2002), as shown in Table 5, has four forms of distribution through which the separation of 

incompatible atherosclerosis realities happens. The first one is related to flow—“itinerary” is the 

word she uses to depict the process of diagnosis and treatment where “the atherosclerosis 
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diagnosed and treated need not be the same” (Mol, 2002: 115) because the one that is diagnosed 

and the one that is treated have their own sites. The diagnosis happens at one site (angiograms) 

while the treatment takes place at another (operating room). And, as long as the flow is maintained, 

there are no competing “sides to choose between or to fight for,” nor fragmentation. Although 

there is not a coherence, there is an itinerary held together by appointments, forms, and 

conversations and this enables the patient to move in-between different sites and situations. 

Mol's (2002) second form of distribution is related to an “indication criteria.” Notice that 

“criteria” is plural; if it was singular, it would be criterion. There are different enactments in 

different situations and different plans of action, but none is given a priority over the others; they 

are being carried out separately. It is possible thanks to the indication criteria “that link up the 

characteristics of individual [refugees] with either of the treatments” (Mol, 2002: 16). “This, again, 

does not lead to fragmentation, for the various treatments come together in a central point: the 

place where the indication criteria are set. This is the place where the object enacted and the 

practicalities that matter are determined interdependently” (ibid). 

Her third form of distribution is through enactments that take into account previous 

enactments. In Mol's case, there are two enactments—a poor present condition and a gradual 

process of deterioration—that each acknowledge the previous enactment and, by doing so, avoid 

fragmentation. “In the disease process, a poor condition is something that risks to happen at a 

specific moment in time: in the late stage of the process. In the disease condition, a deteriorating 

process is given a place in the layered body: it is the underlying reality behind the patient's 

condition” (ibid). In the refugee context, the lawyer who was shifting between realities, has two 

realities: an individual refugee who is at the train station and a family member within the file in 

her office. The second reality takes into account the first one since their potential reunification is 

at some time in the future. 

Mol's fourth form of distribution is related to “conditions of possibility,” i.e. what is certain 

now may change at a later stage in the process. For example, an enactment of atherosclerosis “as 

a process that involves a chain of blood clotting mechanisms” is only possible in the hematology 

laboratory. However, if there is a new technique, a new tool, or a new drug is invented in the future 

that allows new actions to be taken, “the conditions of possibility will alter” (Mol, 2002: 117). “At 

any single moment in time there is not even incoherence—let alone fragmentation. But in the 

course of a few years, the object of atherosclerosis may have completely altered” (ibid.). 
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At times, Mol's modes of distribution seem medical specific. However, I will show that 

they can be analytically generalized. 
“Analytic generalization may be defined as a two-step process. The first involves a conceptual claim 

whereby investigators show how their case study findings bear upon a particular theory, theoretical 

construct, or theoretical (not just actual) sequence of events. The second involves applying the same 

theory to implicate other, similar situations where analogous events also might occur.” (Yin, 2010: 

21) 

  

To achieve this, I will group her distribution modes into two categories: one that depends mainly 

on space (e.g., itinerary; taking into account previous enactments) and another one that depends 

mainly on time (e.g., conditions of possibility), i.e. space distribution for the first group and time 

distribution for the second. I leave indication criteria out of these groups because, although Mol 

(2002) argues that the “space” is the same, I doubt it is a “clear cut”. It is the reason why I wrote 

“Yes / No” in Table 5's indication criteria row for both space and time. I believe indication criteria 

can be in both groups. 

Although Mol (2002) makes an argument for the “space” aspect through her separate 

“localities” and “sites,” the “time” argument is in a way “hidden” or not as explicit as the “space” 

argument is. In her third mode—“taking into account previous enactments”—time is only 

implicitly there, since “previous” implies difference in time when the enactments are done. The 

fourth mode of distribution—“conditions of possibility”—touches upon “time” but I will make 

that argument more explicit. Additionally, in Mol's (2002) case, time seems to play a minor role 

in her fourth submode of distribution. For the “conditions of possibility” to be successful, there 

are new things—such as the invention of a new drug or a treatment (that become mediators)—that 

change in time and help enact a new reality that is different than the previous one. Thus, the role 

of time in the enactments is rather downplayed. However, I will elucidate how the difference in 

times (and timing) is what distributes conflicting realities. For example, it matters when—at what 

time or a date—a refugee arrives at a certain locality; it could have major consequences in terms 

of how that refugee will be organized. Additionally, I will showcase how time is the mediator in 

the distribution of conflicting realities, not the invention of something else such as a new drug, 

treatment, or another object. 

The multiple refugees that emerge from all—coordination, distribution—practices “do not 

fit within the Euclidean space” (Mol, 2002: 119). Although they all “share a space, [they] cannot 
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be mapped through a single set of three-dimensional coordinates” (Mol and Law, 2002: 1). In 

theory, a refugee can be a large whole that is constituted of smaller parts. A child is part of a family, 

a family is part of a society, a society forms a nation and a country. Mol (2002: 119) argues that, 

although the relations between the different parts and what contains them all are products of 

disagreements and polemics, there is a common assumption standing behind these disputes: “that 

reality is singular.” Inspired by Mol's (2002: 119) questions regarding the patient, I could ask the 

following about refugees: Do I just add up dispersed refugee realities and treat them as a whole? 

Or, even further, should I consider that each “whole” refugee is part of something larger: a family, 

a society, a nation? Is there something which is big enough to encompass all these? Mol (2002) 

argues that this is the wrong way to look at it. 

When we shift our focus onto the practicalities of enacting a reality, the scaling efforts 

dissolve and these questions become irrelevant (Mol, 2002). In order to demonstrate this, Mol 

(2002: 120) gives the example with representational devices such as scientific journals where “a 

picture of chromosome is printed the same size as that of galaxy.” When practices are 

foregrounded, the task of distinguishing which one is bigger or smaller than the other becomes 

controversial and hard to establish. These questions are not that simple because “[o]bjects such as 

these do not have transitive relations” (Mol, 2002: 120). And, it is important to reiterate that this 

is not about micro, meso, macro levels of analysis. When Mol (2002) compares the Netherlands 

population's health to the health of a single individual it is easy to have one sliding into thinking 

in the direction of micro, meso and macro. However, what she argues about is that, instead of being 

bigger or smaller in scale, one object (e.g., the Netherlands population's health) is a more powerful 

object than another (e.g., an individual's health) because the former has managed to enlist more 

objects into its actor-network; it has managed to associate with more objects on whose behalf it 

speaks. It has done so by silencing the objects in whose name it speaks. 

That is where Mol's third main mode of organizing—inclusion—comes into play. What 

this mode is concerned with is the transitivity and intransitivity of such objects. In transitive 

relations, if A dominates B and B dominates C, then A must dominate C, for example. However, 

the relations between the various refugee realities are not always transitive. Such relations, as noted 

in Table 3's inclusion row, encompases multiple times and spaces. A refugee reality is not an 

accumulation of objects that are hierarchically classified from small to large nor do they form a 

“whole.” This does not mean that they are not part of each other—in practice, they may as well be 
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so. Enacting of an object does not preclude the inclusion of another object in it. Sometimes, what 

is best for a group of people might be best for the individual that is part of that group. In such 

cases, the mode that helps deal with such realities is inclusion in tension (Table 6) where there is 

a search for singularity. 

However, what is important is to note that this is not a matter of scaling because such an 

inclusion might be mutual (Mol, 2002). Thus, objects might contain each other. 
“The events that happen to individuals depend on and vary with ‘the population’ that they, in turn, 

include... A population is an aggregate of the events that happen to individuals. But the events that 

happen to individuals are in their turn informed by the framing of the population they belong to. The 

so-called whole is a part of its individual elements no less than the individual elements form part of 

the whole… [The] population and patient are interdependent.” (Mol, 2002: 131-133) 

 

When the statisticians and all the other experts come up with the report (i.e. a powerful actor-

network with more associations than a single individual's actor-network) that outlines the general 

guidelines to increase the Netherlands population's health, this strategy is imposed on a hospital 

and its doctors. When it concerns an individual patient (i.e. a less powerful actor-network with 

fewer associations), however, what is best for the individual might be the opposite of what is best 

for the population. In theory with fixed scale, if X is bigger than Y, then X can include Y, but Y 

cannot include X. In practice, however, this type of transitive logic is not always valid because 

objects do include one another even when “they are, in some ways, incompatible” (Mol, 2002: 

121). This, however, is not about scaling because of the possibility that such inclusions are, 

sometimes, reciprocal meaning that two objects can contain each other. It is what Mol (2002) calls 

mutual inclusion (Table 6). The “larger” population does not fit into the individual and the 

individual case does not fit into the population. There is no search for singularity. The two are 

multiple realities, i.e. they are interdependent and, thus, they hang together. 

 

Table 6—Types of Inclusion 

submodes\dimensions Same Space? Same Time? Singularity? Effects 

inclusion in tension Yes / No Yes / No Yes transitive relations between realities 

 

mutual inclusion 

Yes / No Yes / No  

No 

intransitive relations between 

realities 
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There are different versions of refugees. “To be,” Mol (2002: 54) argues, “is to be related.” An 

enactment does not happen alone. There are all kinds of—human and non-human—objects that 

participate in enacting refugee realities. However, are these realities related? If they are related, 

how do their relations occur? How is the hanging togetherness achieved? The hanging 

togetherness does not imply that we have one coherent object. Instead, there is a “coherence-in-

tension”; there are tensions and contradictions which are dealt with in a particular way. In the 

following stories, I will show how it is achieved. 

 

5.3. Reaching Europe: Crossing Seas 

I wrote earlier (in Organizing Empirical Material) that the stories in the following three 

subchapters are grouped according to three phases of the refugees' travel. I begin with four stories 

about crossing the Aegean and Mediterranean Seas. They represent a phase of refugee travel where 

(mainly African and Middle Eastern) refugees are trying to reach Europe's shores63. And the first 

story will demonstrate a new mode of organizing. 

 

Prioritization 
As indicated earlier, during 2015, Europe witnessed a massive surge in the number of refugees 

trying to reach its shores. Most of the refugees trying to reach Europe were trying to cross the 

Mediterranean Sea by using various types of boats. As a result, the Mediterranean Sea was a site 

where many refugees lost their lives due to their boats capsizing. Frontex—The European Border 

and Coast Guard Agency—was established in 2004 as European Agency for the Management of 

Operational Cooperation at the External Borders and had mainly a coordinating role in the border 

control efforts. However, due to the dramatic events happening in the Mediterranean Sea during 

2015, it was transformed into a fully-fledged European Border and Coast Guard Agency. 

Andersson (2014) explains how there is a huge industry being built around the movement of 

                                                
63 In these four stories, the European shores that refugees are trying to reach are of countries such as 
Greece, Italy and Spain that are in the Schengen Area where the passport and all other types of border 
control are abolished at their mutual borders. Bulgaria, which has a terrestrial border with Turkey, is in the 
EU but not in the Schengen Area. Refugees' goal is not just to enter the EU; their goal is to reach Western 
and Northern European countries. Thus, due to potentially more border controls that would be needed to 
pass through, many of the refugees are trying to avoid entering the EU via Bulgaria. 
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refugees. There are also pan-European international agencies (e.g., Frontex) trying to control the 

movement of refugees across the Mediterranean. The following story will demonstrate how 

Frontex operates with its vessels in the Mediterranean Sea: 
“We are an agency operating at sea and the smugglers are operating in Libya or Morocco, or 

Turkey, etc. That is why ‘search and rescue’ remains a priority for us… We find the refugees in the 

middle of the [Mediterranean] Sea packed on a boat or those small dinghies. Sometimes, their boat 

has capsized and we find only those who have managed to float long enough—some of them have 

life vests on but some lack even that. That is why, in a lot of cases, they drown.”—a Frontex 

representative. 

 

Frontex conducts search and rescue missions in the Mediterranean for humanitarian purposes. 

Thus, the refugees are a humanitarian concern—they need to be found and rescued. In such cases, 

refugees are people packed on small boats and wearing (or lacking) life vests. But, how are they 

being rescued? 
“When the refugees are being rescued and taken on board of our vessels, they first need to be 

searched in order to make sure that they do not have any weapons on them. We have to make sure 

that there is no weapon being taken on board. There are, sometimes, up to 1,000 people on board. 

And, we travel for 2 days and 2 nights, so security is a big issue. We are trying to maintain calm 

and peace on board. We didn’t have any case where people with firearms boarded our vessels. But, 

there were cases where they had knives that were taken away from them before they got on board... 

While traveling, we need to keep order, so we look out for people who might cause distress.”—a 

Frontex representative. 

 

Besides being a humanitarian issue that needs to be found and rescued, a refugee is a security 

concern as well. When the refugees are being taken aboard of the Frontex vessels, there is a 

concern whether the refugees that are being rescued will pose a threat to the people on board by 

carrying weapons, for example. It is the reason why they are being searched for items that can put 

the safety of those on board Frontex vessels in danger. A refugee with a weapon is not the same 

as a refugee without a weapon. The first one is posing a threat to the vessel's crew and others on 

board, while the latter is not. The latter one can get on board while the former cannot (at least, not 

while still carrying a weapon). It is a matter of keeping order and protecting the safety of the crew 

members and the people who are being saved. 
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The humanitarian aspect (people being saved) is present while the security aspect (the 

security of the vessel's crew and the people being saved) is also present. Neither is being deserted. 

The “saving” (humanitarian aspect) does not end when people are being rescued from their boat. 

They need to be transported all the way to a port where they will need to be handed over to relevant 

national authorities. But the “saving” is happening under conditions—none of those being saved 

is allowed to carry weapons or, at least, cannot take it with her/him on board, s/he needs to get rid 

of it by throwing it into the sea waters or handing it over to the Frontex officers. Both—the refugee 

that potentially poses a threat and the one that does not—are a humanitarian concern as well. Thus, 

both (humanitarian and security) realities exist simultaneously; both are given a high priority. In 

addition, there are other enactments that are taking place on board the Frontex vessel. 
“We always have a medical staff on board our vessels. Considering the very dire circumstances in 

which the [refugees] are being rescued, it's not only the stress that affects them. We do have people 

with wounds—gunshot wounds, burns. We have had babies born on board our vessels—only once 

around the Greek islands [in the Aegean Sea], but a few times in the Mediterranean Sea (in the last 

couple of years: 2015-2016). They needed to travel two days and two nights to the point of 

destination [from the time of the rescue—taking them on board—till the time reaching the point of 

destination in Italy], so the babies were born on board our vessel.”—a Frontex representative. 

 

Another enactment is being done—that of a health concern refugee. Access to health care is a need 

of all human beings. Thus, basic needs—food, water, sanitation and health care—are what the 

refugees need as well (Murray and Skull, 2003). Refugees face high risks with regards to both 

physical and mental health issues (ibid.). Abbas et al. (2018: 1) even argue that refugees face “a 

triple burden of non-communicable diseases, infectious diseases, and mental health issues.” Some 

of the most widespread chronic non-communicable diseases include diabetes, cardiovascular 

diseases, respiratory conditions and cancer. Refugees need to be medically checked; a refugee with 

wounds or a pregnant refugee needs to be attended by medical professionals while the one that 

lacks wounds or is not pregnant is being attended by different personnel. The health and survival 

of some of those being saved depends on whether they get professional medical help or not. For 

example, a child's birth without medical assistance can have dire, and even fatal, consequences; 

so, can be the result of not properly treated wounds. The health concern refugee is joining the other 

two enactments (humanitarian and security). Order (security issue) still needs to be maintained 
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while people need to be taken care of based on humanitarian and health concerns. This shows that 

the multiplicity grows and it becomes harder and harder to organize refugees. 
“Once the migrants are rescued, they have to be handled according to the EU legislation and 

European Schengen Border Code—registered and identified. And, that is why we deploy 

fingerprinting officers but also ‘screeners’—officers who based on the interviews can assess the 

nationality of those who travel without travel documents… So, we do have people who come on 

board and they will need to be medically checked, counted, and very little identification will be 

made. They would be asked the country of origin—Ghana, Palestine, Eritrea, for example. Just the 

nationality. And, this would happen only on the board of a big vessel, in the middle of the 

Mediterranean Sea, which will travel for quite a while. No need to do such things in a small boat 

near Samos [Greece], for example.”—a Frontex representative. 

 

Besides the previous enactments, the refugees also become a transportation issue and an 

administrative issue—they need to be transported to a certain destination and to be “registered and 

identified,” they need to be counted, their country of origin (nationality) needs to be identified 

through interviews and noted down by the interviewing Frontex officers. Joined with an interview 

and details being taken down, the refugee becomes another object—an object different than the 

one before the “short” interview. S/he is a person with nationality. Such an enactment involves 

“screeners”—people specialized in certain areas of identification. It is also conditional and 

situational—these types of identifications and screening would happen only on board of a big 

vessel and if it travels for quite a long time—usually, more than a day. 

“On top, we also deploy officers for fraudulent documents—border guards that can check 

their authenticity,” said the same Frontex representative. Further investigation is taking place; the 

refugees become potential criminals—people who use fraudulent documents. The realities become 

several: humanitarian, security, medical, transportation, administrative, criminal. The nationality 

of a refugee has direct effects on whether a refugee can move further towards their desired 

destination. As I showed in the “Samos” story, the nationality can determine whether a refugee 

will be allowed to move further, get stuck in a certain country or get deported back to the country 

where s/he has come from. For this reason, the documents' authenticity as well as the role of the 

“screeners” and document experts is quite important in deciding what will be the next step taken 

when it relates to how the refugees will be enacted. 
“We provide them with food, water and blankets, and take them to the port assigned by the interior 

ministry of the designated country… We do not have many options on board to have interpreters of 
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all languages. The priority is to reach people and save them. We provide them with medical 

assistance, shelter, food and water. We have refugees who speak English, Arabic and so on, but 

there also are people who speak only certain African dialects, for example. In such cases, we rely 

on refugees who have come together or are from the same region, and can speak English to help us 

communicate with refugees who speak only a certain dialect. The level of communication is very 

basic because we have around 1,000 people. What we try to do is to give them some instructions 

and ask very basic questions.”—a Frontex representative. 

 

Refugees are a communication issue—interpreters are necessary to communicate with some of the 

people. At the same time, refugees themselves are turned into interpreters as well. The refugee is 

a person that speaks a specific (African) dialect and is hard to communicate with. It is a matter of 

being able to communicate or not with refugees. Without basic communication, one cannot be 

instructed what to do and how to behave; such issues could cause problems both for the Frontex 

personnel and the refugees themselves. 

There are many different refugee enactments. The refugees are people who need to be 

saved (humanitarian 1); people who pose a potential threat to the vessel's crew and other residents 

on board (security); people who need medical treatments (health); people who need to eat and 

drink (humanitarian 2); and, they need to be administered (administration) and talked to 

(communication). Thus, enacting refugees involves searching people for weapons, treating their 

wounds, feeding them, communicating with them, identifying their nationalities; there are as many 

different refugees as practices that enact them. And, these practices involve big boats, food, 

blankets, medical specialists, “screeners,” laws, travel documents (passports), language skills. 

However, although there are many realities (2 humanitarian, security, health, 

administrative, communicative, criminal) existing at the same time, some of them (e.g., the 

security, humanitarian 1 and health concern ones) are given higher priority. This, however, does 

not lead to the deserting of the other refugee realities such as transportation, communication, 

administrative and criminal; they are downplayed or, at least, not as highly prioritized as the 

humanitarian 1, security and health realities. It also demonstrates that “more than one” reality 

could be with a higher priority; the same applies to those that are with a lower priority. This is an 

example that shows the existence of multiple realities at the same time with priority set up among 

them. None of the realities is abandoned, they are added up but prioritized—it means that certain 

realities are attended with a higher priority than others, and singularity is not being strived after. 
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Depiction 3: Practices on a Frontex boat. Source: Frontex's website64 

This photo collage demonstrates how things look in practice at a certain space such as a Frontex 

boat. The two photos in the first row demonstrate how search and rescue practices occur. While the 

first photo on the second row shows how a medical professional attends to a pregnant refugee, the 

second photo on the same row shows how an officer checks for the authenticity of a document. 

 

The mode of organizing that comes into play here is none of Mol's (2002) addition submodes 

because: (1) in her hierarchy submode, when faced with two conflicting realities, there is a search 
                                                
64 https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/photos/ 
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for singularity and, although for the time being, one reality is being deserted, and we are left with 

only one reality; one reality wins while the other one loses; the “loser” reality is being abandoned 

but only for that moment. It is not addition with discrepancies submode either because: (2) as I 

will show in the Equalization story, addition with discrepancies submode treats all enacted 

realities equally; there is no priority among them. The mode of organizing that deals with the 

conflicting realities, here, is my new submode of addition, which I call prioritization. Thus, as 

shown in Table 7, the addition's submodes become three: hierarchy, addition with discrepancies, 

and prioritization. My argument is that it is possible to set up a priority among simultaneously 

existing realities; to have different realities with a priority set up among them while none of them 

is being discarded. In this mode, unlike in hierarchy, there is no search for singularity. In this 

submode, one reality does not always need to win over the other(s). Nor, it is necessary to treat 

them all as equals while adding them up. Instead, it is possible to have different realities existing 

at the same time while there is a priority among them. 

 

Table 7—Types of Coordination 

 

submodes\dimensions 

Existing 

simultaneously

? 

Search for 

Singularity

? 

Priority 

among 

them? 

 

Effects 

 

 

 

 

addition 

 

hierarchy 

Yes Yes Yes one reality is abandoned; one wins, 

while another one loses 

 

addition with 

discrepancies 

Yes No No each reality is treated equally; none is 

given more weight than the other 

 

prioritization 

Yes No Yes no reality is abandoned; a priority is set 

up among them 

 

calibration 

Yes No No realities made comparable through other 

objects 

 

On the Frontex boat, while addition with prioritization equals order, addition without 

prioritization leads to disorder. While “addition with prioritization” allows attending to the most 
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pressing issues, “addition without prioritization” could lead to someone not being properly treated 

and, as a consequence, suffer from the lack of adequate and timely attention. 

 

Harmless vs. Harmful 
Until now, I demonstrated what happens on a Frontex vessel. Its story, however, does not end 

there. There is a continuation or a parallel story that demonstrates what else is being done on board 

of a Frontex vessel. 
“The refugees are medically checked for whether they have a fever or signs of some contagious 

diseases. Medical staff wearing white overalls, gloves and masks, carry out first medical checks. 

Besides medical staff, the other officers on our vessels also wear masks when welcoming new 

refugees. This is a very serious issue and we need to deal with this with the utmost care and 

attention.”—a Frontex representative. 

 

Besides being checked for wounds and whether pregnant or not, a refugee goes through additional 

medical checks. On board the Frontex vessel, refugees are treated as a potential health threat to the 

crew and to other refugees who are already on board the vessel. They are being medically checked 

for contagious diseases by medical staff that are wearing masks, gloves and white overalls. A 

person can be a threat to others not just by carrying a gun or another cold weapon but also by 

carrying a contagious disease. 
“We need to make decisions quickly. There are many people getting on board the vessels within a 

very short period of time. What our crew looks for, first, is the general signs and symptoms 

associated with some of the infectious diseases. Fever, coughing, and outer wounds are the first 

ones we look for. There are specific wounds which might indicate that a person is carrying infectious 

diseases.”—a doctor. 

 

Among the most common infectious diseases that are a threat to refugees themselves but also to 

the wider population are vaccine-preventable diseases, tuberculosis, sexually transmitted diseases 

such as syphilis, HIV and hepatitis (Abbas et al., 2018). A refugee is a person who has wounds 

and other outer signs that help special personnel (e.g., doctors) to identify them. Enacting an 

“infected” refugee involves masks, gloves, white overalls and a qualified practitioner of medicine. 

The doctors observe the refugee's behavior and they look out for outer signs such as wounds, for 

example. The medical personnel are the ones deciding what a refugee is—an infected or a healthy 

one. They, together with the “outer signs,” are the mediators in this case; refugees are the 
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intermediaries. However, the decisions need to be taken quickly which means that a refugee 

without a contagious disease might end up classified as “diseased” and vice versa. 
“If refugees do have signs of a contagious disease, they will, of course, be separated from the others 

in order to avoid spreading an outbreak. Very often we have refugees [being saved] from 10 

different dinghies and there can be up to 1,000 people on our boat. [In fact], we did have several 

cases where we had almost 1,000 people rescued, from 8-9 different boats, and taken on board of 

our vessels. So, not only do they come in contact with some people but they need to be isolated and 

treated differently than the rest.”—a Frontex representative. 

 

A refugee with a “sign” of a disease is a different refugee reality than a refugee without outer signs 

of infectious diseases. If signs of such diseases are being detected by the medical staff, those who 

display the signs are being separated from the rest. There are two categories of refugees in this 

case: those who are “suspected of being infected” and those who are “healthy”. There are a 

“healthy” refugee and an “infected” refugee. The “healthy” refugee cannot be where the “infected” 

refugee is. They are occupying different sections (i.e. spaces) on the same boat. For this to happen, 

there needs to be a big enough boat that allows such separation to happen in the first place. In order 

to prevent contamination and avoid further spread of diseases, the two different types of refugees 

are separated and treated differently. However, as mentioned previously, since the medical 

personnel is the one deciding, there is a risk of a diseased refugee to end up among the healthy 

ones and vice versa. 
“Those that are healthy are given food and drinks. But, those who are suspected of being ill, are 

given medicine based on the signs that we—the doctors—identify. Sometimes, they need to be 

warmed up with blankets. Other times, if they have a high fever, for example, they need to be kept 

cool via various methods—wet blankets, medicine, and so on. Also, extra attention is paid to what 

kind of food and nutrition is given to such people. That is why, once we have separated people based 

on the first signs, there are secondary ones that we need to look for. These include diarrhea, fatigue, 

muscle aches.”—a doctor. 

 

The “healthy” refugees are given regular food and drinks, while the “diseased” refugees are treated 

differently—given medicine, warmed up, cooled down, given nutrition that is appropriate for their 

specific health status. What is at stake here is treating patients with the appropriate care and, thus, 

prevent a further outbreak of contagious diseases. However, the distribution is not only based on 

healthy and diseased diagnoses but also based on sex—female and male. 
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“After the medical checks, the men and women are separated. In order to maintain the order and 

protect the women, such measures need to be taken.”—Frontex representative. 

 

The sex of the refugee becomes another object that serves to establish a second distribution on 

board the Frontex vessel. For Faist et al. (2013), class, sex, religion and ethnicity are markers 

around which categorizations occur. Although there is an increase in female refugees, there has 

been a tendency to view refugees as males who are the first ones to move to a new destination, and 

then the female (wife or a partner) and other family members follow (Harzig, 2001). However, the 

female refugees are not always following their husbands, fathers or brothers. There is a growing 

number of female refugees that are the first ones in their families to become refugees and they, 

often, travel without accompanying family members; it puts them in danger of being attacked or 

exploited. 

There are reports of rape (Al Jazeera, 2020) and authorities try to solve this issue by 

separating the male refugees from the female ones. There is a categorization going on. Schrover 

and Moloney (2013: 9) define such a categorization “as the grouping of individuals into collective 

entities that come with rights (or the denial thereof).” The male refugees cannot be where the 

female refugees are. The problem with abusive behavior—sexual and gender-based violence—is 

dealt with by separating women from men. If it is not done, there is a risk of putting female refugees 

in a vulnerable position. It is a matter of being able to protect female refugees from abusive male 

refugees. But, the distributions do not end there either. Here is what else is being done on the 

Frontex vessels: 
“And not just that, we also have officers who are specialized in identification of victims of human 

trafficking. For example, recently [spring 2018], in Italy we had a Norwegian vessel with a 

norwegian crew. It was vital that the crew was trained in detecting potential victims of human 

trafficking. During the trip in our vessel, [our officers] have interviewed the people they have 

saved... When the moment of handover came, in the [Italian] port, our crew members had obtained 

a lot of information to hand over to the [Italian] national police; by that time, the victims were 

already separated from the traffickers... Refugees are one part of our operations but we also focus 

on drug trafficking and weapon trafficking, and other types of cross-border crimes.”—a Frontex 

representative. 

 

There is a third distribution that comes into play. New refugees—victims and culprits—come into 

being. Through the interviews conducted by the “officers who are specialized in identification of 
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victims of human trafficking,” the onboard crew is able to separate the “victims” from their 

“traffickers” (the culprits). The “victims” cannot be where the “traffickers” are. Later, that 

information is given to the local—in this case the Italian – authorities, so that they can take the 

necessary legal action against the identified (or suspected) traffickers. It is a matter of being able 

to protect the victims of human trafficking, to maintain order, and to serve justice by handing over 

the suspected traffickers to the relevant authorities. 

In this story, the mode that deals with the incompatible realities is distribution. It is the one 

where localities (i.e. spaces) are the ones that differ (similar to Mol's “itinerary”). The “infected” 

refugee cannot be where the “healthy” refugee is; female refugees cannot be where male refugees 

are; “victim” refugees cannot be where the “traffickers” are. Through spacing, they are separated; 

they are distributed across different sites. It is a matter of protecting the “healthy” from the 

“infected”, the “victims” from their “perpetrators.” The distribution is possible thanks to various 

objects such as white overalls, gloves and masks, medical specialists, medicine, and specialists in 

identifying victims of human trafficking. However, one of the most important prerequisites for the 

distribution to be successful is space—the separate spaces that help to separate incompatible 

refugee realities; without a big enough boat, the distribution of the above listed conflicting realities 

would not be possible. Thus, the protection of “healthy” and “victim” refugees would not be 

possible. The distribution on the Frontex boat works; it is a success; it achieves its aim to protect 

the ones (e.g., healthy, female, victim) that need protection; it enables the simultaneous existence 

of “conflicting” realities. 
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Depiction 4: Distribution on a Frontex boat. Source: Frontex's website65 

The first photo on the first row shows how, sometimes, Frontex workers are equipped (i.e. masks, 

gloves, white overalls, gloves) when engaging with refugees. The second photo on the first row 

shows how refugees are given orange blankets and placed across the vessel while the Frontex 

representatives are dressed in white wearing face masks. The two photos on the second row show 

how refugees are being distributed based on sex and age—women and kids on one side of the boat 

while adult men on another side of the boat. I am not claiming that all these photos are from the 

same boat; my idea rather is to visualize how it looks in practice. 

                                                
65 https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/photos/ 
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Space Aggregation 
The mode of distribution organizes conflicting refugee realities by separating them through times 

and spaces. However, if different conflicting realities are separated in order for them to exist, what 

happens with these different conflicting refugee realities at other spaces and other times? Are they 

“silenced” or “killed”? Is it possible for them to exist simultaneously at the same locality or time? 

These were the questions which I have been asking myself. I have been reflecting whether some 

of the answers to these questions might be related to the mode of coordination and its submodes. 

For example, if different realities exist simultaneously at the same locality, is it because of a certain 

submode of coordination? I argue that keeping conflicting realities together is not only because of 

a certain object to correlate them in order to make them comparable, nor it is because there is a 

priority between different realities, nor because they are treated equally, but rather it is the spacing 

or the timing (or both) that make different conflicting realities come together and exist 

simultaneously at the same site. For this reason, I argue that, when coordination and distribution 

are not enough, my new main mode of organizing—aggregation—is what helps to deal with 

conflicting realities. Through the following story, I will depict how space aggregation works. 

A boat, as demonstrated in the previous story (Harmless vs. Harmful), can be a locality at 

which different refugee realities are being separated. In that story, the Frontex boat was a locality 

where “conflicting” refugee realities were dealt with by separating them. But, a boat can also be a 

locality at which “conflicting” refugee realities are being aggregated. While some refugees might 

prefer to travel on their own terms, others rely on smugglers66. Migrant smuggling is not something 

that takes place only in one country: “Migrant smuggling is a multi-national business, with 

suspects originating from more than 100 countries both inside and outside of the EU” (Joint 

Europol-Interpol Report, 2016: 4). For example, the distance between the northern parts of Syria 

(where many recent refugees started their journeys from) and the southern parts of Germany 

(where many refugees consider the entrance to their “desired” destination) is more than 3,000 

kilometers. Traveling the distance involves walking, trains, ships, buses, cars, but at least in one 

point or another, it involves the participation of smugglers (Joint Europol-Interpol Report, 2016; 

Tinti and Reitano, 2017). In their Joint report, Europol67 and Interpol68 indicate that “[m]ore than 

                                                
66 Smuggler refers to a human trafficker. 
67 The European Union Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation is better known as Europol. 
68 The International Criminal Police Organization is commonly known as Interpol. 
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90% of the [refugees] coming into the EU are facilitated, mostly by members of a criminal 

network” (p. 2). Furthermore, their report states that “[refugee] smuggling is a highly profitable 

business, entailing low overall costs to run smuggling operations and persisting high demand for 

services. An estimate of the yearly turnover of [refugee] smuggling results in an average USD 5 

to 6 billion turnover in 2015” (Joint Europol-Interpol Report, 2016: 4). Organized crime groups 

show quite an ingenuity when it comes to income generation. The “refugee crisis” in Europe 

provides additional income sources for mafia and organized crime syndicates who take advantage 

of the “refugee crisis” (Tinti and Reitano, 2017). The refugees are “customers” of the people 

involved in the refugee industry that has legal as well as illegal aspects—smuggling being one of 

the illegal ones. 

Many refugees traveling to Western and Northern Europe pay the smugglers in advance, 

before each stage of the trip (from a country of origin to a destination country). Understandably, 

this does not encourage the smugglers to provide good service to their “customers” in reaching 

their destinations unharmed. The abandoned truck that was found on the Austrian motorway with 

71 dead refugees who have died from suffocation (UNHCR, 2015a) is an example of what some 

refugees go through in their efforts of reaching their “desired” destination. Related to this event, 

the UNHCR spokesperson said the following during a press briefing in Geneva, Switzerland: “This 

tragedy underscores the ruthlessness of people smugglers who have expanded their business from 

the Mediterranean Sea to the highways of Europe. It shows they have no regard for human life 

and are only after profit” (UNHCR, 2015a). The risks taken by the refugees are enormous—many 

people pay the price with their lives. 

There are also the so-called “VIP” services—smuggling services that cost lots of money 

and are much more comfortable than being transported like the 71 people in a truck. Here is a story 

from a Syrian refugee who has come across such services: 
“I was offered to fly by an airplane as a ‘tourist’ all the way to Germany, however [the smugglers] 

requested around 10,000 USD per person. That includes the fake passport [and flight ticket] as 

well. However, I did not have so much money. Even if I had for myself, I did not want to leave my 

wife behind. We go together. There are refugees—and we know a couple—who made it that way but 

we could not afford it.” 

 

The refugee who is able to afford such services becomes a “VIP” customer. The higher the price, 

the better the services potentially should be. Social class (Bourdieu, 1987) plays a major role in 
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refugee studies. Who is able to move and where? Who is getting a residence permit in a short time 

and who is left to wait for ages? Van Hear (2014: S117) claims that “class, for long a key concept 

in social science, has been underplayed in [refugee] studies in recent years.” Access to different 

“forms of capital” (Bourdieu, 1986)—economic, social, cultural—enables refugees' mobility and 

the lack of such disables and obscures the perspective of any mobility. It determines the 

possibilities that different refugees have in terms of the way they travel, their potential destinations, 

and the life in their destination countries. Glick Schiller and Salazar (2013) call this “regimes of 

mobility”—it explores “the relationships between the privileged movements of some and the co-

dependent but stigmatized and forbidden movement, migration and interconnection of the poor, 

powerless and exploited” (p. 188). Different refugees benefit differently from mobility because 

mobility is not just a geographic term but also a class related concept. There are power relations 

that affect refugee's lives and their survival in such tough circumstances. Since not everyone is 

able to afford such services, a small number of refugees are able to travel via much more 

comfortable ways than the majority of refugees who rely on less safe and less comfortable means 

of travel provided by smugglers. There are two refugee realities enacted: “rich” being one, “poor” 

being the other. 

A refugee—who has used smuggler services to cross the Aegean Sea from Turkey to one 

of the Greek islands—informed me the following: 
“When we were taken to the [Turkish] beach, we saw that there was already another group being 

boarded on that small rubber boat which was for around 20 people, maximum. We, however, were 

around 40 people in total; double the capacity. The smugglers told us to get on board that tiny boat 

with a small engine and keep quiet. There were a few who decided not to get on board but most of 

us did, including myself. We were packed like sardines in a tin, the only difference—we’re on the 

boat.” I asked him why he did not stay back. After a brief pause, his reply was: “I wanted to try my 

chance. I put myself in the hands of Allah. He knows best what to do with us. If we die, we die.” 

 

This short story shows that there are excruciating conditions which some refugees need to go 

through during their travels. The refugee is a customer; s/he is someone who needs to be 

transported and the options are limited, but so are the places on a smuggler's boat. There are 

different refugees on the smuggler's boat: religious and secular. Both are customers. It is a matter 

of being able to reach one's next destination by going through illegal routes and by illegal means 

such as smuggling of people. However, it is also a matter of risking one's life by taking chances to 
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travel on a vessel that is not suited to transport so many people. A Syrian refugee who (on a second 

attempt) has “successfully” been through such a journey: 
“After our first unsuccessful try, we decided to try again. In Izmir69, we found a new smuggler with 

a boat that can take us to one of the Greek islands—Mytilene70…” 

 

We are looking at the photos on his phone that he has taken during the “nine-hours long” boat 

travel which they have done to reach the Greek island. He also narrates some of them: 
“As you can see in this photo, the children are placed in the middle of the boat while we [the adults] 

are surrounding them... These were the longest 9 hours in my life—in a dinghy boat together with 

my kids wearing life vests… and fearing for our lives. The waves just kept swaying from side to side. 

There were people who got seasick and started vomiting. I wasn’t sure whether it was just 

seasickness or they had something else [such as infectious diseases] as well. It was really nasty. 

Some people were really pale. I was afraid that my kids would also catch some disease or something 

else from the vomiting [companions]. If they start having a fever, I cannot do anything because we 

are in the middle of the sea and we still have hours to reach any land and medical help. We did not 

have enough water with us but, in order to survive and reach our destination, we had to stick 

together.” 

 

A refugee is someone who is seasick and vomiting. It might also be carrying contagious diseases. 

In this short story, as in the previous story (Harmless vs. Harmful), there are “healthy” and 

“diseased” refugee realities enacted. When I asked him why it took them nine hours to cross the 

water between Turkey and the Greek island—which, in ordinary circumstances, can be crossed for 

30-40 mins with such a boat—he said: 
“In order not to be detected by the Turkish coast guard and other vessels, and [authorities] looking 

for refugees like us, we turned off the engine of the boat and used the tides as well as paddled for 

quite a while.” 

 

Earlier, I explained that a fisherman was enacting refugees when he hears the sound of a specific 

motor engine. Here, the refugees are trying to minimize any noise – no sound – in order to avoid 

being detected. In this short story, the refugee is a “silence,” they are a “quiet” boat packed with 

                                                
69 It is a large Turkish city located on the Aegean coast. 
70 Mytilene is a city on the southeast edge of Lesbos island, Greece. 
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people dressed up and fearing for their lives. They are people trying to avoid being detected by 

authorities that might be looking for them. 

On a Frontex boat, a “healthy” refugee might be kept separate from the “diseased” ones 

but, on the smuggler's boat, all different refugee realities—that are incompatible at another 

locality—are kept together within the same small space. The smuggler's boat is not the Frontex 

boat; unlike what Frontex officers do, smugglers throng refugees into a small space (e.g., their 

small boats). But, it is not only the sick and healthy refugees that are brought together by the 

smuggler's boat. An Iraqi Muslim refugee who has been in a smuggler's boat with others who are 

with different religion and ethnicity: 
“What can a person do in such a situation? I, for example, prayed most of the time. The person next 

to me was praying in his own language. He was religious as well. In such moments, I really forgot 

the differences between myself and the others. Although with different faiths, we shared the same 

fate. This experience united us. I became close friends with some of the people I traveled with and 

we still keep in touch to this day.” 

 

There might be (religious or ethnic) differences between refugees and they might not be able to 

stand each other in “ordinary” circumstances due to their religious and ethnic differences. They 

might even hate each other; they might even kill each other. Researchers argue that refugees are 

viewed as a threat to host society's identity such as core values, culture and language (Wæver et 

al., 1993; Buzan et al., 1998). However, such a view could exist even among the refugees 

themselves. 

In “extraordinary” circumstances such as crossing a sea on a smuggler's boat, the 

differences and tensions between “conflicting” refugee realities are pacified. On the smuggler's 

boat, the tensions are soothed due to the common goal—getting through the grieve circumstances 

and reaching the desired destination. The aggregation is happening on the condition of the 

smuggler not on the condition of the “religious” or “healthy” refugees. The smugglers are the 

mediators. There are also other objects such as small boats, “extraordinary” circumstances, fear, 

that all contribute to the aggregation. There is spacing. It is an aggregation only for that locality, 

i.e. the smuggler's boat. It also indicates that they will not stay aggregated forever; it is an 

aggregation only for the specific locality. It is a matter of being able to cross the obstacle such as 

sea waters and reaching the next stop in their journeys, or being left behind; it is a matter of 

surviving. They manage to go through the dangers and reach a “safe” space (i.e. an island, a land). 
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Depiction 5: Space Aggregation. Source: Frontex's website71 

The two photos show the types of dinghies and boats smugglers use to transport refugees across the 

seas. As seen in the photos, they are fully crowded and there is not space to do any separation of 

“healthy” and “infected” refugees, for example. 

 

In this story, the mode of organizing that helps to deal with the conflicting realities is my new main 

mode of aggregation which is the opposite of distribution; it keeps conflicting realities together 

rather than separating them. As shown in Table 8, I divide aggregation into two submodes: space 

aggregation and time aggregation. In space aggregation, at a certain locality (i.e. space), 

incoherences are not solved, they are just pacified, while the “conflicting” refugee realities are 

turned into intermediaries. Time aggregation is similar to space aggregation, except that with time, 

something changes and what has once been separated is brought together. Sometimes, it is both—

space and time—that aggregates conflicting realities. This story demonstrated how space 

aggregation works. While distributed at certain localities (e.g., the Frontex boat), incompatible 

realities were aggregated at another locality (e.g., the smuggler’s boat). Later, in the A Safe Haven 

for Both story, I will demonstrate how time aggregation works. By adding aggregation, the main 

modes of organizing (as shown in Table 9) become four. 

                                                
71 https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/photos/ 
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Table 8—Types of Aggregation 

 

submodes\dimensions 

Same 

Space? 

Same 

Time? 

Search for 

Singularity? 

Effects 

 

space aggregation 

Yes Yes No incoherences not solved; differences pacified, diff. 

refugee realities are turned into intermediaries 

 

time aggregation 

Yes Yes No incoherences not solved; with time, something 

changes and what has once been separated is 

brought together 

 

 

Table 9—Modes of Organizing 

 

modes\dimensions 

Same 

Space? 

Same 

Time? 

Search for 

Singularity? 

Effects 

 

coordination 

Yes Yes / 

No 

Yes / No incoherences solved; realities are hierarchically settled, 

added with no worries about discrepancies, or 

correlated 

 

distribution 

Yes / 

No 

Yes / 

No 

No incoherences not solved; realities kept apart 

 

aggregation 

Yes Yes No incoherences not solved; realities kept together by 

pacifying some of them 

 

inclusion 

Yes / 

No 

Yes / 

No 

Yes / No intransitive relations between realities 
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Coffins N' Roses 

As depicted in the Alive, Dead, and the Non-humans story, refugees can be enacted as dead bodies 

either floating in the sea waters or washed up on a shore. However, how were they organized? I 

go back to the Aegean and Mediterranean Seas to show how a mode of distribution helps to achieve 

the hanging togetherness of two or more refugee realities. In this story, I use short stories from 

refugees who are searching for those who have been lost (in the sea waters), volunteers who have 

come across such cases, and news and reports from the UNHCR. The first short story involves the 

same Swedish volunteer from the Chaos on an Island story. Her efforts to help out refugees have 

gone beyond the summer of 2015. 
“There was this one week in November [2015]—the black week, they called it. That was during the 

time of two weeks when more people died than [during any other two weeks in 2015 before that]. 

The weather got rough and people were just drowning in the waters, we had terrible storms. The 

smugglers have put [the refugees] in dinghies because it’s just 2km. But, we had so many boats 

sinking and we had so many tragic deaths. It was terrible....” 

 

UNHCR (2015c) reports indicated that worsening weather conditions have led to deaths of 

hundreds of refugees even at the end of October 2015. Weather conditions, storms, waves, sinking 

boats are the mediators in the enactment of “sinking” refugees. 
“There is a diving club in Samos. We gathered money and were buying dry suits for volunteers to 

join the coast guard to go and save people. So, we bought 8 dry suits for these local [Greek] 

volunteers. There were [refugees] on rocks or clinging on to a dinghy. These volunteers were the 

first ones to go out and, together with the coast guard, were saving lives.”—the Swedish volunteer 

from the earlier Chaos on an Island story. 

 

There is search for survivors of shipwrecks. Many are found stranded on rocks or “clinging on 

dinghies.” While some refugees get found and saved, others are not that lucky. Unfortunately, not 

all refugees survive a shipwreck. Many die. Many refugees drown and their bodies are either found 

or remain missing. There are two refugee realities enacted: “saved” and “drowned.” While some 

of those that have drowned are washed on the beaches or the shoreline, others' bodies remain in 

the sea depths. 
“We used the money for equipment and efforts for those divers to go and search for bodies. To clean 

up the sea and retrieve the dead refugees. Without these scuba divers, we might not have been able 
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to discover some of the refugees who drowned.”—the Swedish volunteer from the earlier Chaos on 

an Island story. 

 

According to the UNHCR (2020) reports, the numbers of dead and missing (refugees who have 

tried to reach Europe by sea) are: Year of 2014: 3,538; 2015: 3,771; 2016: 5,096; 2017: 3,139; 

2018: 2,277; 2019: 1,319. In an effort to retrieve, at least, their dead bodies, there is a search for 

those who have been lost (and possibly died) in the sea waters. Scuba divers become part of the 

enactments of the “drowned” refugees. 

 In July 2015, UNHCR published a report in which there was a reference about the “tragic” 

events that have taken place in the Mediterranean Sea. Point 2 (Rescue at sea: Tragedy and 

response) in the report starts with an event which has taken place in October 2013 when “a boat 

carrying hundreds of refugees and migrants from Libya to Italy [has sunk] near the island of 

Lampedusa, killing 368 refugees” (UNHCR, 2015d: 8). On page 6 of the same document, there is 

a photo titled: “Coffins containing the bodies of refugees and migrants who perished when their 

boat sank off the coast of Lampedusa. UNHCR/Francesco Maltavolta” (UNHCR, 2015d: 6). It 

shows the coffins of the refugees and how authorities show tribute. Relating to the same event, 

Agence France-Presse published an article, in which they stated that “[e]ach coffin was marked 

with a number and had a red rose placed on it, while each of the four [children's] white coffins had 

an Ikea teddy bear on top” (AFP, 2013). The roses on top of the adults' coffins and the teddy bears 

on the smaller white coffins are clearly visible in the photo72. 
“These are refugees as well. They go into our statistics. Each body that was found was attended 

with care...”—an official. 

 

Dead bodies go into statistics and those statistics might affect the measures taken for future 

refugees (I will write more about that in the Mutual Inclusion story). The attention to those refugees 

who have drowned shows the humanitarian side and also the dignity and respect that is paid even 

to a dead body: each body is in its own coffin and each coffin has a single rose (or a teddy bear) 

on top of it. 
“There were people who have passed away. They have family and relatives. We tried to help families 

who have lost children, or other family members. We helped them with hospital bills, with funerals—

                                                
72 This link https://bit.ly/2ZhQM6Y to an article in The Independent shows the coffins and the roses and 
teddy bears on top of them. 
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you know, things that were needed… It is not easy to see the drowned bodies of your loved ones but 

it is, perhaps, even harder not to find the people who have been lost along the way.”—the Swedish 

volunteer from the earlier Chaos on an Island story. 

 

Volunteers attend to all three—the refugees who have survived (by helping them to pay bills), the 

refugees that are found dead (organize funerals) and those who are being sought after (with search 

efforts). Refugees have relatives and close ones looking for them. Officials try to identify the dead 

refugees that are found, in order to pass information to people who potentially are looking for their 

missing ones. Their families deserve their loved ones to be treated with honor in their final 

journeys. As people, refugees deserve respect and esteem. Although it lacks a beating heart, the 

dead body of a refugee is still treated with the same respect as a living human being. 
“We met many people who do not know who has survived the boat trip... [After the boat gets 

capsized], they start swimming in all directions and it takes some days before the [survivors] know 

whether the ones they’ve lost in the sea waters are on the island or not.”—a volunteer. 

 

Besides volunteers and officials, the survivors of a shipwreck also search for the ones they have 

lost. I was with a Syrian refugee, in a Greek refugee camp, whose brother is missing: 
“Look”, pointing to the screen of his telephone and showing me a picture, “this is my brother. He 

was supposed to come with another group after me but he never did. I posted his picture in our 

[‘social media’] group73 and asked if anyone knows anything about him. So far, no real lead. There 

was once when one guy commented under the picture saying that he might have seen him in Bodrum 

[Turkey] but that information didn’t lead us anywhere yet. We asked the authorities here [in Greece] 

whether they have any information about my brother but nothing yet. And, I am still searching for 

him and hoping he will show up from somewhere.” 

 

A missing refugee is being enacted through a picture on a mobile phone. Besides searching by 

boats in the sea, such as the Frontex's search and rescue operations, or through scuba divers, online 

“social media” groups become places where refugees are being tracked down. While some remain 

missing, others get found; sometimes, with the help of volunteers: 
“Although it’s a small island and people were able to find each other, there were those who have 

lost their family members. There were three women who had recently arrived on the island, two of 

                                                
73 There were online “social media” groups that refugees shared information among each other. I myself 
joined such a group to observe the kind of information being shared. 



 150 

them were pregnant, all had lost contact with their husbands and children, and we helped them find 

their families.”—a volunteer 

 

There are a number of refugee reality enactments: sinking, found, missing, sought after, survivor, 

alive, dead. Each one of these realities is enacted by its own practice that involves various objects 

such as boats, scuba divers, dry suits, waves, waters, weather conditions, telephones, “social 

media.” However, these refugee realities are not fragmented. They are related through two of the 

distribution submodes: indication criteria and itinerary. The different realities are separated 

through different plans of action and their sites. While the ones that are missing, for example, are 

being sought after through “social media” or boats and scuba divers in the sea, those that have 

been found are treated differently at hospital or a morgue, for example. They are distributed 

through the different situations and plans of action that each is allotted with. 

This is a story of coffins and roses. It is a matter of being sought after or being left behind; 

it is a matter of being found or remaining missing; it is a matter of survival or dying; it is a matter 

of being treated with respect and dignity even on a person's “final journey”. Through indication 

criteria and itinerary, the various refugee realities are separated throughout “space,” so that they 

can exist simultaneously. It is a successful organizing; it works: alive refugee realities are treated 

with medical assistance and other necessary treatments at various localities, while the dead ones—

with funerals, coffins, roses, grief. 

 

5.4. Transiting: The Balkan Endeavors 

Thus far, I demonstrated what happens while crossing seas and reaching (the southern borders of) 

Europe. However, reaching Europe, in many cases, does not mean refugees have reached their 

“destination countries”; to do so, they have to somehow cross some other countries before reaching 

their desired or designated country—the destination country. Innes (2015) informs us that refugees' 

journeys to Europe are long and difficult. According to UN (2004) data, the average length of 

displacement is seventeen years and only around 1% of those recognized as refugees are being 

resettled each year. That is seventeen years without an opportunity to return home or move on with 



 151 

life. And, around 40% of the refugees live in refugee camps (ibid.). Next, I will demonstrate what 

happens in the so-called “transit”74 countries such as Greece and Bulgaria. 

 

Mobile vs. Immobile 

Earlier, I mentioned that the term “is” in enacting a refugee is specific to a particular site. I showed 

how Mol's (2002) distribution mode allowed conflicting realities to exist simultaneously, if they 

occupy separate sites. Relying on Mol (2002), in the Harmless vs. Harmful story, I argued that 

there is a possibility to have one version of reality over here and another one over there. Through 

the mode of (space) distribution, I showcased how as long as the different realities are kept 

separate—meaning occupying different localities—practices that enact different realities can be 

allowed to go on. 

I argue, however, that sometimes it is possible to occupy the same site but at different 

times. In addition to Mol's (2002) location argument, I argue that the disputes are not only local in 

terms of space but also in terms of time. Mol's (2002) third and fourth modes of distribution—

taking into account previous enactments and conditions of possibility—are related to time but it is 

an implicit argument about time. I will make it more explicit. Thus, while Mol (2002: 115) claims 

that the distribution of objects across different sites and practices is what “separate[s] out what 

might otherwise clash,” I argue that the same applies for time; time can also distribute different 

realities and help them avoid big “clashes” between them. 

To demonstrate this, I will show how one version of conflicting reality can exist at one 

time while another version of reality can exist at another time. Thereby, practices may go on as 

long as the different conflicting realities do not occupy the same time frame. As said previously, 

various distributions assist in putting the differences away while the interferences are being made. 

But this “putting away” is just for a moment. A little later, these objects are related again. Thus, 

these multiplied versions of the refugee hang together. I will depict this with two short time 

distribution stories. The empirical examples I utilize here are related to the European border 

security. First, I will start with “Doors Open” describing what happened when the border controls 

                                                
74 “The country through which migratory flows (regular or irregular) move. This is taken to mean the country 
(or countries), different from the country of origin, through which a migrant passes in order to enter a country 
of destination.”—International Organization for Migration. 
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across Europe were demolished. Second, I will go to “Doors Close” describing what happened 

when the border controls were reinstated again. 

 

Doors Open. This is a short story about distribution and how distribution is bound to times and 

timing. It showcases a mode of distribution and it is not only a “success” story when it comes to 

Europe's border control but also a “success” story for the refugee trying to cross international 

borders without the necessary documents. Until September 2015, it was illegal (for people outside 

of the EU) to cross EU borders without the necessary documents such as passports or visas. But 

then something happened. On September 2, 2015, a Turkish journalist—Nilüfer Demir—posted 

on Twitter75 photos of the lifeless body of a three-year-old Syrian child (Alan Kurdi) washed out 

by the waves on the sands near Bodrum, Turkey. The photos were all over the news around the 

world. This event together with the seventy-one (59 males, 8 females, and 4 children) dead bodies 

found, on 27 August 2015, in a lorry abandoned on the A4 motorway in Austria (UNHCR, 2015a), 

prompted international response to the refugee situation in Europe. These two events were the 

catalysts that led to the opening up of borders to allow the influx of refugees to move towards 

Western and Northern Europe. The border crossings became without checks by the border police 

due to powerful European politicians (such as the German chancellor Angela Merkel) who raised 

their voices that Europe should be able to take care of human beings seeking asylum (Politico, 

2016). Europe's feelings towards refugees became warm and more welcoming. As in the short 

story with the lifeguard (in Alive, Dead, and the Non-humans story), there was compassion and 

solidarity. The humanity aspect was put forth and given higher priority. Europe's border security 

was downplayed. At that time, a middle-aged man from Syria is at the Greek-Macedonian border: 
“We were with a group of people who were in a hurry. Well, we all were in a hurry. They opened 

the border and said that we can cross the border but we need to be fast. My mother cannot walk 

much; her legs do not carry her as much as they did before. The weather conditions were changing 

and there was lots of rain. Oh… the rain (sighs).” They go through muddy terrain while he carries 

his mother on his back. “This was really hard; my legs were hurting. I could barely take off my feet 

from the ground. The mud was sticking to my shoes and making it harder and harder to walk. On 

top of my mother's weight, it felt like I had 5 kilos of weight bound to each of my legs. I needed to 

make choices. I could neither leave my mother behind nor remain behind our companions while 

they advanced with a steady pace. Despite the fatigue, I kept up and moved on. In this mayhem, I 

                                                
75 Twitter is a microblogging and social networking service on which users post and interact with 
messages known as "tweets". 
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lost one of my shoes. But, we made it—we crossed the [Greek-Macedonian] border and, later, 

reached our desired destination. If it wasn’t the opening of the borders, we would still be somewhere 

along the road trying to move forward.” 

 

In this short story, the issues are related to speed, durability, endurance, stamina, and the refugee. 

The physical discomfort, the pain and the fear also become part of being a refugee. Being a refugee 

involves going through mud and tears. It is something which is being done to the refugee but also 

something which the refugee does. The events—the refugees are going through—play a major role 

in enacting a refugee. 

The refugee is a “mobile” object—it can move around and is allowed to cross international 

borders. This is a “success” story for the refugee who manages to cross the border despite all the 

hurdles and barriers. At the same time, unlike in the earlier short stories (e.g., Sheep vs. Wolf story), 

however, it is not a “failure” for Europe's border security, the border police and the international 

regulations related to border crossings that are in place because the EU countries opened their 

borders for refugees to move further. At this moment, the refugee who crosses the border is a 

“winner” and the border security is also a “winner”—this is a “win-win” situation. This refugee's 

timing leads to success. At another time, however, this could be different—the refugee who tries 

to cross the border or the border security could be a “loser”—then, the situation will be win-lose 

in favor of either the refugee or the EU's border security. The following short story (Doors Close) 

takes place at the same location but at another time and is demonstrating exactly that. 

 

Doors Close. On Thursday—November 12, 2015—Sweden announced that it will reinstate 

temporary border checks in an effort to “get a grip” on the flow of migrants coming to the country. 

It led to checks of identification documents in every vehicle (including trains and buses) crossing 

from Denmark to Sweden. Within the next weeks and months, the border controls were reinstated 

throughout Europe. When the “Balkan route” was closed, it became considerably harder for people 

to cross borders and reach Western and Northern Europe. By March 2016, many reached their 

“destination countries” but there were also many “stuck” in other countries on their way, such as 

Hungary or Greece, waiting for documents that will allow them to travel to other EU countries. As 

of May 2016, according to numbers from UNHCR (2017b), there were around 50,000 refugees 

“stuck” in Greece. While some of them were hopeful that the borders will be open again and 

waiting for some “miracle” to happen, others lost that hope and were turning to smugglers, again. 
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Depiction 6: The Balkan route. Source: DW - Deutsche Welle76 

This map from March 10, 2016, shows the “Balkan route”—the dashed blue line—that was used by 

most of the refugees heading toward Western and Northern Europe during the period from August 

2015 to March 2016. It also shows—with the smallest black line—the Greek-Macedonian border 

area where most refugees passed through (but also where many got stuck once the border control 

was reinstated). 

 

Back to the same spot—the Greek-Macedonian border—but six months later: March 2016. 

However, this time it is another refugee—a Syrian who is with his wife and three kids: 
“We arrived in Greece in March 2016. Once we were on the Mytilene island [Greece], we registered 

with the police, got the documents to travel further from the police on the island and reached Athens 

with the [big ferries]... Then, we traveled to the northern part of Greece but, when we reached 

Idomeni [a border town on the Greek-Macedonian border], the border had just been closed… The 

border was all manned [with border police and military] and we couldn’t pass through. Europe has 

shut its doors to us.” 

 

Alas, he is too late. His timing is not one that leads to success for the refugee. The border control 

across the whole Europe was reinstated at the end of February 2016. The feelings in Europe had 

                                                
76 https://www.dw.com/en/closure-of-balkan-route-divides-europe/a-19106106 
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changed, they had turned cold and unwelcoming. Unlike in the previous short story (Doors Open), 

there is a lack of compassion and solidarity. Europe's politicians who, a few months earlier, 

allowed the influx of refugees to reach Western and Northern Europe have started to “sing another 

song”—a song about the importance of border security over the importance of being able to take 

care of human beings seeking asylum. In contrast to the previous short story, in this one, the 

refugee becomes an immobile object who is not allowed to cross international borders. The mobile 

object can be where the immobile object is—they occupy the same site: the Greek-Macedonian 

border. However, they cannot occupy the same site during the same time span; the mobile refugee 

who is able to move across borders cannot be when the immobile refugee who is not able to move 

across borders. In order for them to exist at the same locality, they get to be separated by time. 

This short story shows that time distribution enacts different refugees and exemplifies how a time 

distribution can be a “success.” But, unlike the previous short story (Doors Open), this is a 

“success” story only for Europe's border security, the border police and the international 

regulations that are in place. At the same time, however, it is a “failure” for the refugee who wants 

to move forward towards Western Europe. The same Syrian refugee continued: 
“Those refugees who have come earlier, have gone through, but we were not that lucky. If only we 

had come a few weeks earlier, we could have been in Germany by now. Now, however, we are stuck 

in Greece and we do not know when we’ll be able to move forward to a [Western European] 

country.” 

 

The problem here, again, is the mobility—they are trying to run and cross borders. Mobility is not 

something which (certain) people—refugees—can have ad-hoc. The refugees are not free to move 

around as they wish. What is at stake here is whether a refugee can cross an international border 

or not. At this moment, he is stuck. He is displaced. He is immobile. At one time—September 

2015—a refugee is someone who is able to cross international borders, while at another time—

March 2016—a refugee is someone who is not allowed to cross international borders. In both 

cases, however, the refugees are intermediaries. 

There are two types of refugees (mobile and immobile) at the same spot—the Greek-

Macedonian border. However, while the mobile refugee occupies one time span with compassion, 

the immobile refugee occupies another time span that lacks compassion. These short stories (Doors 

Open and Doors Close) demonstrate that timing is crucial because while at one time and at one 

place, time distribution enacts a “closed” border, at another time and at the same place, time 
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distribution enacts an “open” border. At one and the same location, the refugee is “free to move” 

(mobile) at one moment and “stuck” (immobile) at another. 

In such cases, it is not the site (i.e. space) but time, or more correctly timing, that is dividing 

what otherwise might clash. In the Shifting between Realities story, the lawyer was saying that 

“[t]he whole refugee law in Europe is changing right now, so [they] do not know what's going to 

happen in the future,” and I indicated that there is a “condition of possibility.” In this story, I 

showed that things have changed and what was “open” before became “closed”; what was 

“welcoming” became “unwelcoming.” The mode that separates the incompatible (mobile and 

immobile) refugee realities is Mol's (2002) conditions of possibility. 

 

Showable vs. Unshowable—Life in Limbo 

In the previous story, I noted that there was a large number of refugees (50,000) that were “stuck” 

in Greece. So, what happened with those refugees? The following story will try to shed light upon 

this question. It is taking place at two locations—both not too far away from Thessaloniki, Greece. 

I will show how two different refugee camps enact different conflicting refugees. Although my 

visits are with four months difference between them, I will show that, instead of time, it is space 

(as in the Harmless vs. Harmful story) that helps to deal with incompatible refugees. First, I will 

start by describing the practices at one of the camps (that I call “The Warehouse”) and then at the 

other (“The Refugee Hotel77”) in order to juxtapose them, and show what are the different realities 

that are being enacted at both places, why they are contradicting and yet able to exist 

simultaneously thanks to the spacing of the enactments. 

 

The Warehouse (Thessaloniki, Greece). At the end of September 2016, I visited a refugee camp 

located near Thessaloniki (Greece's second largest city). The refugee camp was located in the 

middle of agricultural fields. To reach that camp, one needs to have a car. It takes a ten-minute-

long drive from Thessaloniki to reach the place. One cannot just walk there from Thessaloniki, 

since one has to get on a highway. I reached the camp by riding along with an NGO's 

representatives that I followed. The camp consisted of 60-70 tents placed within two big old 

warehouses located next to each other. There was also a third warehouse, located 50 meters away 

from the two warehouses, that was used for social activities, distributions of goods and medical 
                                                
77 It is the same locality as in the Incarceration within Invisible Walls story. 
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check-ups. Next to the two warehouses, there was also a small building with a couple of rooms: 

one for a general practitioner, another one for military personnel acting as guards. There were 

around 500 refugees living in those 60-70 tents inside the two warehouses. 

One thing was quite interesting about this camp—its security. I did not gain access to the 

camp immediately and I will explain why. When I arrived at the camp, in the early morning of the 

first day of my visit, I was accompanying volunteers of an NGO from Bulgaria that were there to 

do medical checks of the people located in that camp. We entered the third warehouse; that was 

easy to enter—there were no military guards in front of its doors. In that warehouse, one of the 

volunteers introduced me to a Syrian refugee78 who, at the time, has already been in Greece for 

around seven months (five of which he has spent in Thessaloniki). I spoke with him for quite a 

while in the third warehouse.  
“This place [the two warehouses with the tents inside] is quite difficult to enter. It used to be easier 

earlier but, now, the UN and the Greek government do not wish outsiders [journalists] to film nor 

take pictures of the place and the people inside.”—the Syrian refugee. 

 

He and the volunteers explained to me that the other warehouses—where the tents are—are 

manned by military personnel and the access is not possible or very difficult. As we were 

discussing these issues, two journalists from a Bulgarian media came to speak to the volunteers 

(who were from Bulgaria as well). All of us were in the third warehouse where the access was 

granted. The journalists said that they are a TV crew from Bulgaria and they have been stopped by 

the military personnel while trying to enter the two warehouses where the tents are located. Here 

is what one of them said: 
“[The guards] did not allow us to film. We are thinking to still try but they threatened us that if we 

try to [secretly] film, they will arrest and detain us. We won a project to do a life story of a refugee 

from Syria. Our aim is to capture the moment when the kids play, how the people live there and how 

the place breathes. And, what happens? They do not let us do our job. Such a disappointment!”—

one of the TV crew members. 

 

Despite their story, I decided to try to enter the place. After all, I was not a TV crew and was not 

wearing a photo nor a film camera such as the ones carried by the TV crew, neither did I intend to 

film something secretly. And, I succeeded in entering the warehouses with tents and walked around 

                                                
78 This is the same refugee from the Incarceration within Invisible Walls story. 
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quite freely. I suspect my success in entering the place was due to the help I received from the 

refugee I was talking to earlier. We entered the place together just like regular refugees. With his 

help, I blended in quite nicely, got to walk around the entire refugee camp and to experience 

everything first-hand. While walking around the tents, I turned to one of the refugees and asked 

him what he thinks of the filming crews that come to interview and film them: 
“Well, you see, there are kids, women and families here. This”, pointing to the tents in the dark 

space of the warehouse, “is our life. When they film everything we do here, it feels a little bit like we 

are out for an exhibition. Most of these people”, pointing to a group of people who are having their 

afternoon tea, “are shy and ashamed of the conditions we live in. And, we have been talking to a lot 

of [unknown] people until now.” 

 

In these warehouses, the privacy aspect of life is almost missing. People feel they are out as at an 

exhibition and their privacy is being invaded; not all would feel comfortable in such an 

environment. Their privacy is at stake and it is a matter of keeping some private moments for 

yourself or exposing them to anyone who enters the premises of the warehouses. But it is also a 

question of being protected from outsiders such as hostile local population, journalists or 

smugglers. In this case, the refugees cannot be where the journalists or smugglers are. 

People in that camp were a humanitarian issue as well because they needed to be sheltered, 

fed and taken care of. The residents of the camp were not allowed to cook food in the warehouses 

where they lived, only coffee and tea could be made. 
“These people cannot cook here. First, there are not enough stoves or other kitchen supplies here. 

So, there will be fights over who cooks when and what. Second, if we allow them to cook on the gas 

tanks, that will increase the risk of starting a fire. Third, their food and drinks are our 

responsibility—the [Greek] state and the UN pays for it,” said the officer who was in charge of 

guarding the camp. 

 

Similar to the refugee hotel (in the Incarceration within Invisible Walls story), the pre-cooked food 

was delivered three times a day and distributed in a tent located outside of these two warehouses; 

the breakfast was at 10 a.m., lunch around 2-3 p.m., and dinner after 6 p.m. The food was 

distributed by military personnel with the help of a few refugees. 
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Depiction 7: A refugee camp. Source: Yashar Mahmud 

 

The conditions in that camp were really tough. It was cold; the ground inside the warehouses was 

cold concrete. As shown in the first photo in the Depiction 7, children, who were just starting to 

walk, walked barefoot on the cold concrete; other kids were wearing flip-flops and were poorly 

dressed; there was trash and waste all around, and lack of hygiene, while (as shown on the second 

photo on the second row) kids walked alone around the warehouses. Inside and outside of the 

warehouses, everything was covered in dust; there was a limited water supply and the portable 
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showers were outside of the building. I and the volunteers brought our own bottled waters. I was 

drinking small amounts of water, so that I do not need to go to the toilet till I get back to the hotel 

in Thessaloniki. I ate breakfast before going to the camp and dinner once I came back to town; no 

lunch. While I was in the camp, I did not use any of the toilets; neither did the volunteers I was 

accompanying. The medics from Bulgaria, who were wearing vests so they can be recognized, 

explained to me what they do there. 
“Mostly, these people face lung problems, back pains, some cold and pneumonia. We give them 

medicine for colds, coughing, burns, painkillers, vitamins, refreshing drinks, medicine for headache 

and so on. So, we provide general check-ups, more serious cases are being directed to the hospital. 

There were also people who gave birth recently but such things happened in a hospital.” 

 

Most of the medicine they distributed there was for first aid. However, there were also concerns 

about hygiene and disease outbreaks. When I walked around the warehouses, I saw the portable 

toilets, the outside sinks where they washed their hands and utensils, cutlery, and the portable 

showers. There were signs (as shown on the first photo on the second row), written in English and 

Arabic, indicating that the water is not for drinking; it was only for washing. Behind the 

warehouses (a place which is not visible from the entrance of the warehouses), there was trash and 

waste all around. 
“Look”, while pointing to sewage, “the potential to have a health disease outbreak is big. You just 

need a ‘spark’ to have an epidemic here. Kids have access to these places all day long and we 

struggle to keep them away from such dangers”—a resident of the camp. 

 

The refugees are enacted as security, humanitarian, health and hygiene issues. The place was full 

with kids because most of the tents were occupied by young families. Those kids who do not know 

how to read were all dependent on their parents for protection from the health dangers awaiting 

them around the whole place. The conditions in the camps were barely meeting the basic human 

needs. Parekh (2017) argues that the camps have turned into extra-legal spaces where arbitrary 

forms of power are being practiced. Such power exercises lead to violations of human rights and 

expose refugees to various forms of violence. 

However, the refugees and the conditions they lived in were hidden from the outside world 

because they are “unshowable.” The authorities did not wish the outside world to see the—health, 

hygiene and humanitarian—refugee realities. That is one of the reasons why there was a security 
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issue—there was military personnel guarding the place from “outsiders.” Although it was, to some 

extent, about protecting refugees' integrity, it was also about transparency. Transparency (showing 

such conditions) could cause political unrest in certain countries. So, where does a refugee become 

“showable”? The next short story will try to shed some light on this question. 

 

The Refugee Hotel (near village 2, Greece). Four months later (at the end of January 2017), I went, 

again, to see the refugee79 who was “stuck” in Greece. This time, however, they all (he, his family 

and many former residents of the previous accommodation venue—the old warehouses with the 

tents) have been moved to a new accommodation facility—a former hotel that has been turned into 

a refugee accommodation venue; it was around 40-minutes-long drive away from Thessaloniki. It 

was a two-floor building with around 30-35 rooms that have sheltered around 130 people. To my 

surprise, however, unlike their previous accommodation place (the tents in the old warehouses), 

here (in the refugee hotel) there were no guards, no military personnel, no volunteer organizations; 

there were two staff—a male and a female—members in the hotel from the nearby village 2, who 

were stationed there during the day time. They were working in the reception area and acted as 

coordinators. There was also a nurse that was situated in the refugee hotel during regular working 

hours from Monday to Friday. When I asked the refugee, I was visiting, “how things changed and 

why there is no military,” his reply was the following: 
“Well, you see, in the other camp our conditions were horrible. TV crews were coming to film and 

show the world what conditions we live in. It wasn’t something which the Greek government and 

the UN were proud of. So, they prefered to keep it ‘under the rugs’. But, here, they deem we’re 

‘showable’, so there are no military personnel—anyone can come and visit us—the same way you 

do—though we rarely get visits from anyone.” 

 

Although there was still a risk of them being attacked by right-wing extremist groups, in their new 

accommodation venue—the refugee hotel—the “security” (the military personnel) and the 

“educational” and “social” refugee realities (that were present at the previous locality) have 

disappeared, leaving just the humanitarian (they need to be sheltered and fed) and medical 

concerns (they need to be medically attended). The hygiene and disease outbreak concerns have 

                                                
79 This is the same refugee who helped me get into the Warehouses, and the same from the Incarceration 
within Invisible Walls story. 
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also disappeared. It was relatively clean in and around the refugee hotel. Each room, as shown on 

Depiction 8, had its own air conditioner, windows, shades. 

 

 
Depiction 8: Refugee Hotel. Source: Yashar Mahmud 

 

At this new accommodation venue, the refugees were turned into a “showable” reality. There is 

spacing. While in the old place they were also a security concern, in the refugee hotel, they are no 

longer such an issue. At two different venues—the old warehouses with the tents and the refugee 
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hotel—refugees are enacted differently. While at the former locality refugees are enacted as 

“unshowable,” at the latter they are enacted as “showable.” The “showable” refugee cannot be 

where the “unshowable” is. It is the mode of space distribution that helps to deal with these 

incompatible refugee enactments. A “showable” refugee is located at the refugee hotel, while the 

“unshowable” one is located at the old warehouses. The conditions are different: in the old 

warehouses, they had tents on the cold concrete; in the refugee hotel, although too tight due to the 

limited space and 4-5 beds squeezed within 20 square meters, each family had its own warm room 

with beds; one of localities is with conditions dangerous to the physical health of refugees, the 

other lacks such; one of localities is with miserable conditions for refugees, while the other lacks 

such. 

However, the refugees still lacked visitors and proper access to society. The only 

“outsiders” coming to the refugee hotel were the two employees from the nearby town plus the 

nurse that is stationed there from Monday through Friday during working hours. Besides them, no 

one was coming to visit nor to film them. In the refugee hotel, they were in open air; they were 

free to move around, and there was transparency. However, although they were “showable,” they 

were still unseen; they remained “invisible.” 

 

Equalization 

In the Prioritization story, I demonstrated how the new submode coordination works. It was about 

how different realities are “added” while there is a priority set up among them. It is, however, 

possible to have realities that exist side by side without a priority set up among them. It is possible 

thanks to Mol's (2002) addition with discrepancies. In this story, I will show how it works. 

Although many refugees crossed the Aegean and Mediterranean Seas during their travels 

to Europe, there were those refugees who did not dare to do so and, whenever possible, chose to 

use terrestrial paths instead. For example, in their attempts to reach Western Europe, many 

refugees from the Middle East went through the Turkish-Bulgarian border (EURACTIV, 2016) 

which is mostly terrestrial with the exception of a few places where there are rivers that divide the 

two countries. Here is a short story from refugees—who have passed through that border—

explaining their reasons to choose a terrestrial border crossing instead of a sea one: 
“We thought it’s much safer than crossing [The Aegean] Sea. Here [on land], I feel that we have 

control over our destiny. Who knows what could happen in the sea? There are waves, there are cold 
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waters, there are people who do not know how to swim and so on. So, although we knew we might 

be captured by the border police, we decided to go through the [terrestrial] path.” 

 

To check out what was going on there, I went to the Turkish-Bulgarian border area80 and observed. 

Besides the Turkish-Bulgarian border, this story involves a refugee facility in the Bulgarian town 

of Elhovo that is around 25 kilometers away from the Turkish-Bulgarian border. When a refugee 

enters Bulgaria, one surrenders, gets caught, or manages to go through unnoticed. Those who do 

not surrender nor get caught cross the fields and forests by foot, using smugglers and/or taking the 

bus/taxi to reach yet another town or a destination. And there are some who go to the police and 

surrender. They say: “I’m a refugee, please help me.” These are human beings who need 

humanitarian aid and protection. But there are also those who try to pass through unnoticed; while 

some of them get caught, others do not. The illegally entered refugees are mobile beings, who, 

according to the border policies, should not be mobile on their own terms. According to the laws 

and regulations, that is not acceptable. It is the reason why there is a physical border; it is the 

reason why there is the border police. The refugees should be ordered. The refugees can be shot at 

the border, if the border police perceive them as a threat81. Many of those who got caught by the 

Bulgarian border police in the Bulgarian-Turkish border area were transported to the refugee center 

in the Bulgarian town of Elhovo. 

At that center, refugees are being registered, fingerprints are being taken. Together with 

application papers and an interview, the refugee becomes another object—an object that is 

different than the one before entering the refugee camp. The refugee is enacted as something else. 

As on the Frontex boat, they become an administrative issue—they need to be registered and 

administered. Here, however, the administration is much more detailed. They are being asked 

“administrative” questions such as: 
“What's your name? 

What's your age? 

What's your country of origin? 

Do you have family members with you or are you traveling alone?”—a refugee. 

 

                                                
80 Between 2015 and 2019, I have been 9 times on the Bulgarian side of that border area. 
81 An Afghan refugee has been shot dead near the Bulgarian-Turkish border, after entering illegally from 
Turkey—it was reported that a warning shot has ricocheted and has killed the refugee (BBC, 2015). 
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The answers are being entered into a database. The refugee becomes a file on a database with 

details about their identity, origin and kinship. In order to become refugees, asylum seekers need 

to file an application to the relevant authority of the country they seek asylum in (UNHCR, 1992). 

However, the procedures differ depending on whether they apply upon arriving at the border, or 

through the UNHCR when residing outside of the country where they seek asylum, or whether 

they are seeking refugee status or humanitarian protection (ECRE, 1991; Mathew and Zalewski, 

1992; UNHCR, 1992). When applying for either of these statuses, as depicted on Depiction 9, 

applicants are required to leave personal details, fingerprints, and photographs (Hathaway, 1991; 

UNHCR, 1992). 
 

 

Depiction 9: Registration. 

Source: Frontex's website82 

The first photo demonstrates how fingerprinting is 

done, while the second one shows how details are 

entered into a database. 

 

The authority that determines whether to 

grant or deny a refugee status or 

humanitarian protection status examines 

the submitted documentation and 

interviews the applicants (Bari, 1992; 

UNHCR, 1992). These interviews happen 

face to face and, sometimes, over the 

phone. Thus, in order to become a refugee 

and gain refugee status, a person needs to go through various procedures (Mathew and Zalewski, 

1992). However, these procedures do not happen alone; they require papers, computers, digital 

systems, biometric fingerprint scanners and readers, photographic equipment. Additionally, the 

interviewing of the human being applying for refugee status is conducted by official personnel of 

the migration authority in charge of trying the asylum applications. 

 

                                                
82 https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/photos/ 
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However, being administered is not the only thing that happens to the residents of the refugee 

center in Elhovo. Pickering (2005: 141) argues that, upon arrival to the border of the Global North, 

refugees are “increasingly criminalised and subject to a range of law and order type rhetoric and 

practices.” The residents of the Elhovo refugee center are being checked for security reasons. But, 

the security checks are two types: a) border security and b) national and international security. 

Thus, the refugees are being questioned by different authorities depending on the concern. The 

first type of questioning—related to border security—is done by the Bulgarian border police 

officers. They are concerned with how the refugee has crossed the border. They ask questions such 

as: 
“Which country did you start your journey from? 

Which other countries and cities have you gone through? 

How did you travel? 

How many people were you traveling with? 

Did you use smugglers' services? 

If yes, how much did you pay them? 

Where (at which location(s)) did you use such services? 

Where (at which point) exactly did you cross the border?”—a refugee and an officer. 

 

The refugee is a border security issue. S/he is someone who has crossed the border illegally and 

needs to be questioned regarding the details related to the illegal entry to the country. It is important 

because, as I noted in Neutrality and Reflexivity, they will have a case in court and need to explain 

many details related to their travels to a judge who will decide on their case. It is a matter of being 

fined and continuing being in detention, or being released and allowed to be mobile. The mobility 

of the person depends on such questioning and the details that will be laid out in court. 

The second type of questioning is done by officers of The Bulgarian State Agency for 

National Security (the so-called “secret service”). The secret service officers are concerned with 

different kinds of security issues that relate to potential affiliations to extremist groups. They 

interrogate refugees by asking questions such as: 
“Which country are you from? 

Which town? 

How did you get here? 

Did you receive any help? 

What's the purpose of your visit here?” 
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They check dialects through interpreters to establish whether they are telling the truth about their 

origins. 

“How did you live in your country of origin? 

Which other countries have you been during the last 5-10 years? 

Do you have friends in … (different cities in the country where s/he claims to be from)? 

What’s the favorite food your grandmother cooks in your hometown? 

What time does the market open in your city? 

What is the name of your local newspaper?”—a volunteer and a police officer. 

 

In The Securitization of Migration in the EU, Lazaridis and Khursheed (2015) explore the issue of 

securitization of the refugee movement in the EU. They argue that there is a tendency, in the EU, 

of viewing refugees as a threat to national security. The secret service officers take pictures of 

refugees, take fingerprints and do cross-checks by using their databases with intelligence. The 

refugee is a potential threat. And, this threat is not like the previous security threat; when the secret 

service is involved and interrogating, the refugee is much more than a security concern; it is a 

potential terrorist threat. An interpreter is present during the questioning and interrogations. In 

order to determine whether they are telling the truth about their origin, they are being checked for 

dialects and other details related to the town or region they claim they are from. There is a “cross-

examination” that goes on. None of the different realities is abandoned nor is given priority over 

any of the other realities—they all exist at the same time and pile up. There are even cases where 

the interrogations by the secret service and the border police officers happen at the same time; in 

such cases, officers of both of these different agencies are sitting together in the same room with 

the person being interrogated and posing questions together. 

Besides becoming two different security (border and national), administrative, 

communication refugee realities, the refugees taken to the center in Elhovo, undergo medical 

check-ups but the medical examinations are not done by ordinary doctors but by doctors from the 

Military Medical Academy83. Special medical staff need to be sent from the capital Sofia to Elhovo 

each time there is a large group of refugees brought in. Similar to the medical staff on board of 

large Frontex vessels, the Bulgarian military doctors perform initial checks for contagious diseases 

                                                
83 The Bulgarian Military Medical Academy is located in the capital Sofia which is more than 300 kilometers 
away from Elhovo. 
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that might be carried by the refugees (see Abbas et al., 2018) who are brought to the center. Besides 

the checks for contagious disease, there are checks for other potential health problems as well. 
A doctor places the stethoscope on the patient's chest and back and starts listening while speaking 

to the “patient” refugee: 

“Please breathe... Now, cough for me? 

Do you get enough sleep? 

What did you eat last? 

What hurts? 

Do you take (or have you taken) any medicine recently? 

Does your stomach hurt? 

Do you have a headache?”—a doctor. 

 

Murray and Skull (2003) argue that refugees face both physical and mental health problems. 

Access to health care is a big issue for refugees (WHO, 2019) and, as Norredam et al. (2005) show, 

the health policies towards refugees differ between the EU countries and, as a result, may not be 

the adequate health care needed by the refugees. The refugee is a patient that requires medical 

check-ups. Supplementary to the administrative, communication and security concerns, a health 

concern joins the scene. The doctors' treatment of the refugee is quite different from the treatment 

by the border police or the secret service officers. They ask questions too but their questions differ. 

They perform medical checks and use tools such as stethoscopes. It is a matter of being medically 

treated or being left without access to medical help. It is a matter of protecting the other residents 

in the camp and the residents of the town from those who are carrying infectious diseases. 

In the refugee center, there is also an NGO that visits the camp (whenever they have a 

“project”) to conduct general medical checks (in the absence of medical staff which is not 

uncommon) and distribute food. The type of questions the volunteers ask are: 
“How are you? 

Are you traumatized? 

How are your children? 

Do you feel any pain? 

When was the last time you slept? 

Do you eat regularly? 

How can we be of help to you?” 
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The volunteers' questions also differ significantly from those posed by the border police or the 

secret service officers. The refugee is a person who needs feeding but s/he is also a person who 

needs attention, closeness, sympathy and care. Unlike the previous refugee enactments in the 

refugee camp, here is a strong contrast: it is a refugee enactment that requires treatment as a fellow 

human being, rather than a foe or a threat (be that security or health), or a (administrative and 

communication) burden. 

Refugees leave their home countries in fear of prosecution due to race, religion, sexuality, 

nationality, affiliation, or political beliefs. As a result, they often go through dramatic and 

traumatic experiences (Volkan, 2017; Ickiewicz-Sawicka and Borkowska, 2018). Turner (2019) 

argues that posttraumatic stress disorder is a common occurrence in refugees. Weakness, fainting 

and dizziness are some of the common indicators for posttraumatic stress disorder, depression and 

psychological trauma. Volkan (2017) explains that the sources of such traumatic experiences relate 

to having to cope with loss and/or cultural shocks. Barkil-Oteo et al. (2017) add that the refugees' 

traumatic experiences occur repeatedly and continuously due to fear from the past, current 

uncertainties, and new traumas. For Volkan (2017), refugees need professional help in dealing 

with anxieties and hostile prejudices toward the Other. Examples of such unfriendly behavior are 

arsenic attacks, burning refugee accommodation centers and anti-refugee movements across 

Europe. Furthermore, refugees' mental health problems might not always be a direct consequence 

of their current acute issues but rather a consequence of the contextual factors surrounding them 

(Barkil-Oteo et al., 2017). For example, language barriers, culture or law hinder refugees from 

accessing essential services (Turner, 2019). 

In this refugee camp, besides refugees, there are five different types of human objects in 

place—representatives of an NGO, medical specialists, interpreters, border police officers and 

secret service officers. Each is attached to a distinct practice that involves different types of 

questions and treatments that enact different refugees. There are seven different refugee realities 

enacted in that center – humanitarian, two different security (border and national), administrative, 

communication and two medical (for contagious diseases and general check-ups)—but, instead of 

being settled through a priority, these different enactments pile up and it is possible for them to 

exist side by side; none is discarded. Mol's (2002) addition with discrepancies is the mode of 

organizing that goes to work here. Unlike the prioritization submode, addition with discrepancies 

enables different realities to be treated as “equals.” This mode puts the different realities on a par—
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none is given priority; one reality does not take over the other. They are the products of different 

practices that each has its own object; these are different realities standing on their own. Although 

there might be tensions, multiple realities exist side by side with each being given equal 

importance. What happens afterwards? In the next story, I will explain what happens after the 

interrogations and questioning at the Elhovo refugee center. 

 

Approved vs. Disapproved 

In the previous story (Equalization), I explained how multiple refugee realities emerge in the 

refugee center in the Bulgarian town of Elhovo. Now, I will return to that town and show how 

conflicting refugee realities are dealt with by distributing them between the refugee center in 

Elhovo (Bulgaria) and the refugee camp in Harmanli (Bulgaria). The distance between Elhovo and 

Harmanli is around 70 kilometers by car. As mentioned earlier, I have been to these sites—where 

I interacted with refugees and the local population—nine times. In order to be able to observe how 

the refugees are being enacted, I needed to visit these cities multiple times. Time is necessary to 

observe all enactments; however, sometimes it takes longer; this one was one of those times. 
“[The refugee center in Elhovo] is, in practice, where the refugees are being registered initially but 

not as refugees, rather as illegal immigrants”—a volunteer familiar with the center. 

 

The refugee is an “illegal immigrant,” s/he lacks the documents that allow her/him to enter or 

reside in Bulgaria. This is important because, as indicated previously, what they become at 

different moments and locations determines how they will be organized—whether they will be 

searched, transported, or protected. Categories and labels are quite vital, i.e. they are mediators. 

They are not just name tags. The refugee label, as claimed by FitzGerald and Arar (2018: 389), “is 

consequential, potentially a matter of life and death.” A certain individual's (or a group's) chances 

of being granted asylum are dependent on the “categories” in which they will end up. An important 

aspect of state labels and categories is that they are not always transferable (FitzGerald and Arar, 

2018: 391). For example, a person from Iraq can be a “refugee” in Sweden, a “guest” in Turkey, 

an “asylum seeker” in Greece, a “migrant worker” in Saudi Arabia, or an “irregular arrival” in 

Iran. It is important to note, however, that “in practice… these categories are not static or mutually 

exclusive” (Schrover and Moloney, 2013: 8). Categorizations can change within the process—at 
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one stage they can be refugees, at the next—labor migrants. And, that gives different opportunities 

or strips them of such. 

The refugee center in Elhovo, Bulgaria, is different than the rest of the refugee centers 

across Bulgaria84. It is a “closed” type, meaning that the general public does not have access to its 

inhabitants and the inhabitants of that center do not have a right to go outside the premises without 

an “escort.” In this case, an “escort” means police officers of the Bulgarian Border Police authority. 

During one of my visits to the city, I came across a group of refugees that were being taken to do 

grocery shopping. They—a few selected representatives of the refugees—were being taken from 

the refugee center with a minibus, which belongs to the Bulgarian Migration Agency, and were 

driven to the grocery store that is around 1 km away from the detention center. Besides driving 

them to the store and back to the center, the border police officers were going into the store, 

following them, observing them, so that the refugees are not at the wrong place or escape through 

the back door85. Two border police officers were with them and they did not let the refugees escape 

from their eyesight. 

In the Elhovo refugee center, the guards (border police officers) are located in an outside 

building where they do not have direct eye contact with the refugees inside the building, unless 

there is video surveillance. In such cases, the accommodation venue turns into a panopticon86. 

However, at the grocery store, they maintain direct eye contact. At the refugee center, the refugees 

are potential deportees and security issues. When going grocery shopping, however, they turn into 

a transportation and logistics issue, which does not preclude the security issue. One and the same 

refugee can be enacted differently at different sites, depending on the objects that get involved in 

their enactments. 

I mentioned earlier that refugees are interrogated by both the border police and the secret 

service officers. These types of interrogations are essential because they determine the mobility of 

the refugee. Article 28(1) of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees gives state 

authorities the right to refuse issuing travel documents to refugees that are considered risks to the 

                                                
84 Excluding Elhovo, Bulgaria has 7 refugee camps (accommodation venues): 4 are located in the capital 
Sofia (Busmantsi, Ovcha Kupel, Voenna Rampa, Vrazhdebna), 2 are located in South-Eastern Bulgaria 
(Harmanli and Pastrogor) near the border with Turkey, and one in Central Bulgaria (Banya). But, I have 
been only around the ones in Elhovo and Harmanli. 
85 The store had a back door which was used to receive deliveries. 
86 The panopticon, designed by Jeremy Bentham, is a type of institutional building and a system of control 
that allows all prisoners of an institution to be observed by a single security guard, without the inmates 
being able to tell whether they are being watched—Bentham Papers 119a/119. UCL Press. 
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national security or public order. Additionally, articles 32(1) and 33(2) of the same document 

enable the States to expel a refugee from their territory on grounds of national security (UN, 1951). 

If the interrogations lead to a conclusion that the person is a threat, the person will remain in 

custody and might be put under even more security and restrictions (within “visible” walls), and 

face further scrutiny. Furthermore, s/he faces a potential imprisonment or deportation. 

At the refugee center in Elhovo, the security aspect is stronger compared to the other 

refugee centers across Bulgaria (such as the one in Harmanli, for example). The residents of the 

Elhovo center cannot even go to the grocery store without guards accompanying them because 

those who reside in the Elhovo center are not “registered” (have not applied for an asylum) and 

are not “cleared” (i.e. not considered a—health or national—“threat”) yet. Thus, they do not have 

a right to go outside of the premises – they are a potential “threat”; they have not been screened 

by the secret service nor by the medical examiners from the Military Medical Academy yet. And, 

not all the refugees are allowed to go to the store either; there are certain who have a right to do 

so—usually, these are individuals who have behaved well during their short “captivity” and are 

“approved” by the border police and secret service—meaning that they are not seen as potential 

“escapees” nor a “threat” to the national or international security. 

If a refugee decides to register and seek asylum, and is “approved” by the secret services 

and medically checked by the relevant medical personnel, s/he is handed over to The Bulgarian 

State Agency for Refugees. They transport them to one of their refugee camps across Bulgaria, 

such as the one in Harmanli, for example. Many of the former inhabitants of the refugee center in 

Elhovo, have gone to Harmanli as their next stop. I say “stop,” not a destination, because almost 

all of those who have been through the center in Harmanli are no longer there—they are already 

in Western or Northern Europe, somewhere along the way, or deported. Bulgaria, while being a 

transit point, has never been a desired destination for refugees—mainly due to economic reasons 

(Caritas Bulgaria, 2019). 

However, there are differences between the refugee center in Elhovo and the refugee camp 

in Harmanli. One major difference is that while premises that belong to the Interior Ministry and 

the Border Police—such as the refugee center in Elhovo—are “closed-type,” the premises that 

belong to The State Agency for Refugees—such as the refugee camp in Harmanli—are “open-

type.” It means that while the refugees in Elhovo cannot get out of the refugee center without 

border police officers accompanying them, the refugees in the refugee camp in Harmanli are free 
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to get in and out during the day time (though the general public cannot enter the camp). While, in 

Elhovo, they are being monitored and followed by border police officers when doing grocery 

shopping, for example, in Harmanli, the refugees are doing their grocery shopping by themselves 

without anyone transporting or following them; they go to barber shops and buy food from kiosks 

and supermarkets in town. In Harmanli refugee center, the refugees are no longer a threat to 

national security nor to public safety and health. The reason is because they have been screened 

by the secret services, medically checked by the medical professionals for contagious diseases, 

and they have applied for asylum in Bulgaria (although that did not stop many of them to go farther 

and apply for asylum in another EU country such as Germany or Sweden, for example). 

Similar to the Showable vs. Unshowable story, the distribution between the refugee center 

in Elhovo and the refugee camp in Harmanli is architectural—it is a space distribution. The “not-

cleared” refugee cannot be where the “cleared” refugee is—the first one is “disapproved,” while 

the second one is “approved.” Spaces help divide the two. The “disapproved”—meaning a suspect 

or a potential “still-to-be-cleared”—one is held in Elhovo, while the “approved” one is sent to 

Harmanli. It is a matter of being able to grocery shop for yourself without being followed and 

observed by police officers, and feeling uncomfortable due to the fact that everyone else in the 

grocery shop knows you are a refugee or some kind of threat—being guarded by border police 

officers as a prisoner. It is also a matter of national security that needs to deal with individuals that 

pose a direct threat to the safety of the citizens of a country. Additionally, it is a matter of being 

able to detect individuals that are carrying contagious disease and preventing a disease outbreak—

thus, protecting the health of the general public and the residents of the refugee center. While the 

border police, the secret service officers, and the medical professionals, are mediators, the refugees 

are turned into intermediaries. The refugees' “voice” in these instances is “silenced”—their fate 

depends mainly on others who will determine what happens to them. 
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Depiction 10: Harmanli refugee camp. Source: Yashar Mahmud 

The first photo in the collage shows the entrance of the camp, while the second one—the walls 

surrounding the entire camp. On top of the walls (entrance including), there is a barbed wire. The 

place looks more like a prison than a refugee camp. 
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5.5. Destinationing: In Sweden 

I mentioned in the previous story that many of the refugees both in Greece and in Bulgaria have 

left those two Southeast European countries (the “transits”) and, through much organizing, have 

ended up in Western and Northern Europe. One of these destination countries is Sweden, which in 

2015 received more refugees per capita than any other EU member state87. Now, it is time to show 

what happens when refugees reach one of their “desired” destination countries. 

 

Fresh vs. Unfresh 
During the autumn of 2015, train stations across Sweden were full with refugees. One such station, 

expectedly, was SCS. During those months, I was there observing what happens when refugees 

arrive. Refugees were coming across many organizations and individuals. One such organization 

was an NGO distributing food and drinks. I was with a volunteer coordinator of that NGO at the 

SCS: 
“We are here [at the SCS] to distribute food and drinks to those who need them.” 

 

In this story, refugees are a humanitarian concern. Humanitarian aid is delivered by numerous 

NGOs (e.g., Doctors Without Borders, International Red Cross and Red Crescent, Amnesty 

International, Lawyers Without Borders). These are organizations with a multitudinous number of 

volunteers that are organized to provide various humanitarian services including protecting human 

life and health, purveying legal advice, safeguarding respect for all human beings, and easing 

human suffering. Their operations tend to be systematized and coordinated. However, “those who 

need them” might be not only refugees but also people who just pass by the tent of the volunteer 

organization. I myself88 was offered food that was intended for refugees. I kindly declined but 

there were other people (who were not refugees) who accepted and, therefore, embezzled resources 

intended for refugees. Since they were taking food intended for refugees, I observed how all people 

who passed by their tent and took food or drinks were being enacted as refugees. Accordingly, in 

this situation, the refugee is any person who comes to the non-profit organization's tent and picks 

up whatever s/he desires. What is at stake here is whether the food and drinks will be enough or 

                                                
87 Although Hungary received the highest number of first-time applicants (Eurostat, 2016), due to the hostile 
attitude towards refugees in the country, almost all refugees that were in Hungary used it as a “transit,” 
eventually. 
88 My ethnicity might have made them believe that I am a refugee. 
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not; whether it will lead to a food and drinks shortage and, thus, deprive “those who need them” 

the most or those for whom the food and drinks have been intended. 

A few days later, I was with the same volunteer at the same location. She informed me that 

they have a problem: 
“Since the food and drinks—which we have here—are provided by volunteers, we cannot provide 

food to everyone every day. So, we concentrate on people who arrive here for the first time—freshly. 

We give them an armband [to place on their arm] as soon as they get off the tracks, so they can get 

access to toilets, to the food tent to get a sandwich, coffee, tea, or something else to drink/eat.” 

 

Similar to the story on the Greek island of Samos where Danish volunteers used stamps when 

distributing food and drinks, or the numbers police were distributing, here is a new object—the 

armband—joining the enactment of a refugee. A refugee is a person with an armband on her/his 

arm. The person with an armband on his arm is different than the one without such. The armbands 

help volunteers enact two types of refugees: while “fresh”89 refugees are those that possess an 

armband on their arms, the “unfresh” ones lack such an armband. The “fresh” ones, for the 

volunteers, are those who just arrive at the SCS and step off from the train from Malmö, for 

example. The “unfresh” ones, for the volunteers, are those who have arrived in Stockholm more 

than a day before the day they come to the volunteer organization's tent. It takes a day to become 

“unfresh”! Thus, time is very important in these enactments. 

There are attempts to classify and sort people out. When a refugee has an armband on his 

arm, everyone at the central station knows it is a “fresh” refugee. Therefore, s/he has access to 

certain things. The existence of an armband enacts a different type of refugee that is subject to a 

different type of treatment than those who lack such an armband—with those armbands on their 

arms, refugees have access to food and drinks, and toilets for free; those who lack an armband on 

their arms are not able to get food and drinks, nor have free access to the toilets. It is a matter of 

getting free food and drinks or staying hungry and thirsty. 

The refugees are expected to stay no more than a day or two in Stockholm. Afterwards, 

they are expected either to register with the Swedish Migration Agency or to move farther on to 

another Swedish city or another country of their choice. A week later, I was with the same 

volunteer at the same location, again. 

                                                
89 “Fresh” is a word which the volunteers used to describe refugees who newly arrived at SCS. 
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“It turned out that those who stay in Stockholm and have still not registered with the Swedish 

Migration Agency are coming back to the central station to get food and drinks that are intended 

for the ‘fresh’ ones… That is why we started giving the refugees a different colored armband for 

each day. That helps us to keep some order and manage the flow.” 

 

The situation has changed—even the armbands fail to achieve the goal of the volunteers—sort 

people out by classifying them as “fresh” and “unfresh,” and achieve order and fair distribution of 

food and drinks. Although all who come to their tent might be refugees—a person with an 

armband—it is still difficult for the volunteers to determine which ones are “fresh” and which ones 

are “unfresh.” They all possess an armband on their hands. In an effort to solve this issue, they 

distribute, as shown in Depiction 11, an armband with a color that is specific for each day of the 

week. 

  
Depiction 11: Armbands. 

Such were the types of armbands that were 

distributed to the refugees. 

 

When a refugee has the “wrong” armband 

on her/his arm (i.e. an armband with a 

color that belongs to another day), it forces 

another behavior at the central station: s/he 

is denied the nutrition s/he needs, or s/he 

can get something to eat and drink but after 

all the “fresh” ones have received their portions first. 

As I showed in the Prioritization and the Equalization stories, it is possible for two or more 

realities to exist at the same time at the same location. However, besides through prioritization and 

addition with discrepancies, this story demonstrated that there is another way of organizing 

refugees—one that does not treat them as equals (i.e. addition with discrepancies). Similar to the 

mode of prioritization, at least in this story, it treats them as realities that are prioritized. However, 

that need not always be the case. And, unlike in the prioritization submode, this submode only 

works when an additional object joins the enactments of different realities. It is the second form 

of coordination—calibration—where discrepancies are settled through additional objects—in this 
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case, armbands—that make two or more different realities comparable. In this mode of organizing, 

the realities are also added up and exist side by side. However, while being a matter of priority (at 

least in this story), the organizing happens thanks to a correlation that assists in making different 

realities comparable with one another. 

Besides the armbands, different times are mediators as well. As I wrote earlier, it takes time 

(at least a day) to become “unfresh.” One day, a refugee is allowed to access food and drinks, the 

next day, however, s/he is not. It is the organizing of time done by the volunteers, in their efforts 

to divide and classify refugees into “fresh” and “unfresh.” In such cases, however, it is not about 

when a refugee arrives but rather how long s/he stays. Those refugees that do not have the right 

timing (i.e. stuck in Stockholm for more than a day) are classified as “unfresh” (i.e. do not have 

access to food). Those refugees that have the right timing (i.e. stay in Stockholm just enough to 

take a break and travel to Finland or somewhere else the next day) are classified as “fresh” (i.e. 

have access to food). 

Although interferences and problems occur (e.g., some people come back while expected 

to be elsewhere), the negotiation between different enactments—“fresh” and “unfresh”—is a 

successful one. It does not mean, however, that it is free of tensions; there are tensions and, thus, 

interferences are being made. Similar to the stamps that the Danish ladies used or the numbers 

police were distributing in the “Samos” story, calibration achieves its goal. It works; it makes 

different realities comparable. In this story, with armbands, volunteers achieve “order” and “flow,” 

while without armbands, it results in disorder and scarcity. It matters because it is a question of 

being fed or staying hungry. 

 

Age Assessment at SCS 

At SCS, besides volunteers distributing food and drinks, and lawyers trying to help with legal 

advice, refugees came across others too. At the end of November 2015, the border checks between 

Sweden and Denmark were reinstated, and police officers started checking people at stations 

across Sweden. 
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Depiction 12: Police announcement. Source: Yashar Mahmud 

Already in mid-October 2015, the Swedish Police started putting up posters (in Swedish, English, 

Arabic and Dari) all over the SCS. They were encouraging refugees to apply for asylum, and 

informing them that the Police have a right to perform checks, and that those without a right to be 

in Sweden can be detained and expelled. 

 

At the end of November 2015, I was at the SCS while a person was being checked by two police 

officers. The police officers approached the person and started a dialogue with him in English; I 

was standing next to them. 
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“Hi, my name is [police officer 1 (P1)] and this is my colleague—[police officer 2 (P2)]. 

The person who is being checked (R): Hi. 

Police officer 1 (P1): Can we help you?” 

The person who is being checked did not say anything, there was an awkward silence. He raised his 

eyebrows and stood still. 

“P2: Where are you from? 

R: I am from Afghanistan. 

P1: Do you have identity documents? 

R: No. 

P1: How old are you? 

R: 17.” 

P1 turned to his colleague—P2—and stated: “P1: He seems much older [than 17], doesn't he?” 

To which the P2 replied: “Well… Yes, but you know what the rules are.” 

 

There is a lack of identity documents and the assessment of an age is difficult. The problem here 

is the enactment of two different refugees—younger than 18 and at least 18—based on determining 

the age of a person. A person without identity documents could be apprehended but there is a 

puzzle. The police officers are puzzled about what to do next because they need to decide whom 

they will hand him over to: The Swedish Migration Agency or The Stockholm Municipality social 

services, or to detain him themselves. To shed light upon the context, I will include a short story 

from Stockholm social services that were also present at the SCS during some of the days I was 

there: 
“Even if we have a case where we have a person who looks 25 or 30 but he says he is 17, that's what 

we go for – we go by the age they say they are. There have been situations in which we absolutely 

believe that it’s not true but we still go by what they say, not on how old they look. Most of them 

inform us about their correct age but, sometimes, there are different cases.” 

 

Unlike the grown-ups or children with a legal guardian present, the unaccompanied minors are the 

responsibility of the social services of the municipality they find themselves in. 
“The danger is that these kids end up on the streets. They often find themselves between the 

responsibility of the Swedish Migration Agency and the [relevant] municipality. We—the 

authorities—need to follow the law”—a representative of a state agency. 
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Earlier (in Back-and-Forth between Fields), I mentioned that I have followed the debates around 

the Swedish high school law (“gymnasielagen”). They were concerning those refugees who have 

come to Sweden as unaccompanied minors and, back when the law was changed, were already 

grown-ups. The change in the so-called “high school law,” that was enforced on July 1, 2018, was 

intended to give a fast track to a student residency permit for some 9,000—mostly Afghan—

students in order for them to be able to finish their upper secondary studies. The protests and 

counter protests against the Afghan young males who found themselves in a “limbo” situation was 

an example of the controversies surrounding the question of whose responsibilities they are and 

how they should be treated. 

But, back to the two police officers and the Afghan refugee who is being checked. There 

are two realities which the police officers are faced with: one reality (“17-year-old”) enacted by 

the refugee and another (“seems much older”) enacted through the gaze of the police officers. They 

are not a single object. The two realities are contradictory and there is a clash between them. So, 

how do the police officers decide which one of the realities should be taken into account in this 

moment at this location? The dispute between these two realities—“17-year-old” and “seems much 

older”—is institutionalized, as we see in the dialogue between the police officers (“Well... Yes, but 

you know what the rules are.”), in the very general “rule” (law): a person without identity 

documents is as old as s/he says s/he is, not how old s/he appears or seems to be. 

The refugees are sorted out based on their age, but the age determination is based on rules. 

That rule is based on not how old they look but how old they say they are. Age is a big determinant 

in organizing refugees. It determines what will happen to a person—where s/he will end up, how 

and by whom s/he will be organized (or taken care of) further. It is interesting to scrutinize the 

politics surrounding the question of age. How does one determine that? If we look from the state's 

economic perspective, it is much more expensive to have minors—below 18—as refugees 

compared to the adult ones. The authorities need to invest much more money and resources to take 

care of an unaccompanied minor. The police officers decided to follow the rules (the law) and 

handed him over to The Stockholm municipality social services. In this instance, one enactment 

(“17-year-old”) is given more weight than the other (“seems much older”). 

There is a search for singularity. Unlike the previous submodes of coordination—that help 

to deal with two or more realities through calibration, or prioritization, or addition with 

discrepancies—hierarchy submode does not view different objects as products of two different 
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techniques. As explained earlier, in hierarchy, there is an assumption that there is a single object 

behind the enactments. Similar to the calibration submode, this submode also pays attention to 

discrepancies, however here one reality wins over the other. The realities do not pile up nor exist 

side by side; they are hierarchically settled – while one of them wins, the other one loses; since 

they both realities cannot exist side by side, the one that loses is discarded. Thus, we end up with 

a single refugee reality—a “17-year-old.” At this instance, the “rule” and the refugee are mediators. 

But the one that loses (“seems much older”) is discarded only for this particular moment at that 

particular situation. The hierarchical settlement, at this time and place (with the police officers at 

the SCS), is not a firm and permanent one. It (as I will show in the Medical Assessment of Age 

story) is to be further scrutinized again and, this time, by medical professionals. Before showing 

how medical professionals handle the age assessment, however, I will demonstrate where refugees 

end up and by whom they are handled based on their age. 

 

Unaccompanied Minors 

In the previous story (Age Assessment at SCS), I demonstrated a case where assessment of an age 

was a process which led to a refugee ending up at the hands of social services. Now, it is time to 

see what happens next. In this story, I showcase how assessment of an age enacts different 

realities—with tensions between them—that are dealt with by using distribution through itinerary 

submode. This story involves two of Sweden's biggest cities (Malmö and Stockholm) and certain 

locations in and around them. I begin with Malmö since that is where most of the refugees arriving 

in Sweden during 2015 stopped first. 

It was a Wednesday afternoon (November 18, 2015) at around 1:30 p.m., when I visited 

the MCS. While walking in the central station, I noticed big signs (top photos on Depiction 13) 

that were aimed at refugees and were pointing in a certain direction. I followed the signs and ended 

up outside the central station. The signs led me to a place (bottom photo on Depiction 13) that is 

around 100-150 meters away from the central station. There was a temporary construction made 

of mobile wagons, surrounded by a chain-link fence, that were placed next to the canal which 

Malmö has in the middle of the town. On one of the wagons, there was the Red Cross symbol. 
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Depiction 13: MCS. Source: Yashar Mahmud 

The top two photos show the signs that led me to the place outside the central station. They read (in 

four languages—Arabic, Dari, English and Swedish): “Refugee? Welcome to Malmö!” and have a 

huge arrow pointing to a certain direction. The bottom photo shows where the signs eventually lead 

to—the facility where the minors are brought to. It had an entrance with guards standing there, plus 

the representatives of the Red Cross and Malmö municipality. 

 

At the improvised entrance of this facility, there were two guards with official uniforms. I talked 

shortly to one of them: 
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“The sorting of the refugees—by [The Swedish Migration Agency]—happens at the first train station 

[Hyllie] in Sweden [after the Øresund bridge between Copenhagen, Denmark, and Malmö, Sweden] 

which is just outside Malmö. While the families and other adult refugees are handled [at Hyllie], 

the unaccompanied minors are brought here to the central station and then taken to [this facility].” 

 

There are a few different refugee enactments—a refugee as an adult; a refugee as a child; and, a 

refugee as an unaccompanied minor. Eurostat (2019) statistics point out that around four in five 

(79%) of the first-time asylum seekers in the EU during 2018 were less than 35 years old. At the 

same time, those in the age range 18–34 years were almost half (48%) of the total number of first-

time applicants, while around one third (31%) of the total number of applicants were minors—

younger than 18 years old (ibid.). 

The unaccompanied minors are handled by Malmö municipality social services, the Red 

Cross and guards at a special facility outside MCS. The adults, families and children with a legal 

guardian present are handled by the Swedish Migration Agency representatives not at MCS but at 

Hyllie train station which is the first train station in Sweden when coming via train from 

Copenhagen, Denmark. There is a physical separation—while unaccompanied minors are brought 

to the special facility outside the MCS, adults and children with parents remain at Hyllie. The age 

of the refugee together with whether being with a legal guardian or not determines the treatment 

that a refugee receives. 

Those that are enacted as unaccompanied minors are subjects to different treatments than 

those the adults or families are subject to. Minors who are unaccompanied by adults have special 

rights and access to certain services that others are not entitled to. In the Convention on the Rights 

of the Child, there are three fundamental principles: “(i) non-discrimination; (ii) the ‘best interests’ 

of the child; and, (iii) participation of the child in decisions regarding his/ her welfare” (Shasthri, 

2013: 263). Within the refugee context, this implies that minors need to be protected and “have 

access to fair and efficient determination procedures and implementation of protection measures” 

(ibid.). It also gives the right for assigning legal guardians to unaccompanied minors who can 

protect the child's interest before authorities and other institutions make sure that the child's views 

are heard and taken into consideration when decisions affecting his/her interest are being made. 

Additionally, article 22 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child includes help in tracing parents 

or other relatives (ibid.). 
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Depending on the refugees' age and whether they are with or without legal guardian(s), 

they can end up at the special facility outside MCS or remain at Hyllie train station. 
“This facility is handling only the kids younger than 18, unaccompanied minors... These,” pointing 

to two people inside the facility, “are social workers. There is no one else who is allowed in the 

facility besides the Red Cross and the Malmö municipality representatives… and us”, said the same 

guard. 

 

While the adults and families are without security, the unaccompanied minors are with security 

guards standing outside their venue. The unaccompanied minors are a security issue—they need 

to be protected from outside contacts. They are allowed to have contacts only with the 

municipality's social services and Red Cross representatives, plus the guards. The presence of the 

social workers and volunteers from Red Cross that deal with them turns them into a humanitarian 

issue, since they need to be sheltered and fed. Additionally, social workers are assigned to work 

with them. By Swedish law, they need (or are entitled to) legal guardians as well. 

However, the distribution of refugees does not happen only in and around Malmö. The next 

part of this story will show how distribution happens in Stockholm. 
“When the big influx came, we were not able to register everyone in Malmö. There were enormous 

queues and lack of accommodations. So, we had to send people to other places. From Malmö train 

station, we put everyone on board trains and transported them to other big cities where they were 

being registered or sent further to other towns”—Swedish Migration Agency representative. 
 

I was with a representative of the Swedish Migration Agency at the SCS: 
“When we find an unaccompanied minor, we try to get in contact with the [Stockholm] social 

services, which are at [the SCS] as well. [An unaccompanied minor] is a whole another case and 

s/he is dealt with differently. Housing and accommodations for such children are provided by the 

municipalities... Each municipality has its own social services… When an unaccompanied minor 

arrives and registers at a certain municipality, that would become his ‘arrival municipality’ and 

[the municipality] has to provide housing for that unaccompanied minor. [The unaccompanied 

minors] have to be registered within 48 hours, that is our objective.” 

 

Housing and accommodations of unaccompanied minors are different than those of adults. These 

minors need to be accommodated at a venue that meets different requirements. The 

“unaccompanied minors” cannot be where the “adults” are; they cannot be where the kids with 

parents are either. As mentioned earlier, by law, they need to be assigned a legal guardian that will 
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represent them in front of different state and local authorities such as the Swedish Migration 

Agency, a municipality or a school. 

According to the Swedish Migration Agency, in the autumn of 2015, there have been 

around 10,000 refugees arriving in Sweden every month and around 1,500 of them have ended up 

under the care of social services. Thus, my next stop was social services. Not long after receiving 

this information, I went to visit the social services in Stockholm: 
“The Swedish Migration Agency is responsible for the adults and kids who travel with their families. 

The unaccompanied minors are our responsibility – to find them and to take care of them”—said 

one of their representatives. 

 

As in the earlier short stories, the “adults” and “families” are handled by the police and the Swedish 

Migration Agency, while “unaccompanied minors” are being handled by the social services of the 

municipality in which they find themselves.  
“When a train arrives, there could be from 2 to 30 unaccompanied kids on that train, perhaps also 

around 200 adults. When they arrive at the SCS, we try to find them as soon as possible. We have 

an interpreter with us. We try to explain to them that we are the social services and we will try to 

help them. They can come with us if they want to seek asylum and they can get a place to sleep 

during the night and also during the period when they seek asylum. Some of them say: ‘I want to 

continue my trip to Finland but that train is leaving tomorrow.’ Then we say to them: ‘You can come 

with us, you can get a place to sleep for the night, you can get something to eat. And tomorrow, if 

you do not want to seek asylum [in Sweden], you can travel to Finland, for example’. We cannot 

pay for their ticket but we can assist them in buying it by advising them where to go and fetch it 

from, find the train and other similar stuff...”—Stockholm social services representative. 

 

The refugees are enacted as an accommodation issue and also as a child that requires special care. 

The responsibilities, however, are distributed based on the age and whether the minor is with a 

legal guardian accompanying her/him or not. On the one hand, the “unaccompanied minors” are a 

humanitarian issue and an accommodation issue—they need to be sheltered, fed and protected. On 

the other hand, the “adults” and “kids with their guardians” require sheltering and feeding, but not 

protecting as the unaccompanied minors do. 

The distribution, however, is not only between “unaccompanied minors” and “adults” or 

“kids with guardians” but also among “unaccompanied minors” themselves. 
“We try to approach them at the central station, we try to get them with us and go to the 

‘Socialjouren’ (Emergency social services) – that's where we do the longer planning for the kids. 
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We do not have ‘authority practice’ on the spot [in the central station]—that is done at the 

‘Socialjouren’ [SJ].”—Stockholm social services representative. 

 

In order to be registered and processed, unaccompanied minors need to go somewhere else – to 

“Socialjouren”; the “registered” refugee is at “Socialjouren,” while the “unregistered” one is at the 

central station. They cannot be at the same locality. 
“We try to assemble them. There is an interpreter who translates what we say, then we tell them that 

we will transport them with our cars to the SJ. We have 1 minibus which can fit 9 people plus the 

driver; we also have a couple of regular cars. There have been a couple of times where we have 

used taxis as well but I would say that, in 90% of the cases, we use our own cars [provided by the 

Stockholm social services]. My staff are the drivers. From the central station, we drive them to the 

SJ, which is located 1 km away from here, on [‘a name of a street in Stockholm’]. That’s the main 

address for the Socialjouren 1 [SJ1]. In this special crisis now, we have opened, in the afternoon—

from 4:30 p.m.—Socialjouren 2 [SJ2] which is here at the reception where I picked you up. That is 

every weekday and also on the weekends because it gets very crowded.”—head of the social 

services. 

 

The “unaccompanied minors” refugees, who were a humanitarian issue, now become a 

transportation issue as well—there are drivers, cars, minibus. They cannot be processed at the 

central station. They need to be just found, selected, picked up and transported. The further 

organizing (administrative issue) is done at other different locations—SJ1 or SJ2. 
“And, sometimes, we try not to rush them to talk so much at the beginning because they will have to 

speak to so many other people. So, we try to get a good greeting, treat them in a nice way so that 

they feel welcome—sympathy in a way—and try to get them to come with us to the SJ1. Once they 

arrive here (SJ2) or to SJ1, they are welcomed, we have an interpreter, we have staff from 

‘socialjouren’, we have guards, we sit them down at the reception, they get something to eat, we 

have small juice boxes, energy bars, sometimes fruits, sometimes sandwiches as well. There are 

toilets and restrooms.” 

 

The “unaccompanied minor” refugees become a psychology and social issue—kids need to be 

treated with extra sympathy and care. They are a humanitarian issue—being fed and cared for. 

Additionally, at social services centers, they also become a security issue (the guard) and a 

communication issue (interpreter). However, the story of distributing the minors does not end 

there; the separations continue further: 
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“If you are over 15 years old, we take you here [SJ2]; if you are under 15 years old, then you go to 

SJ1. And, if you are a female, you also go to SJ1.” 

 

At Hyllie as well as SCS, as in the Age Assessment at SCS story, the refugees are sorted out based 

on the age determination that is done through the mode of hierarchy—not depending on how old 

they look but how old they say they are. 

However, once the “unaccompanied minor” refugees arrive to SJ1 and SJ2, new sortings 

and separations – that are also based on age (but different criteria for age – under or above 15) and 

sex—come into play. This time, however, it is not the mode of hierarchy but the submode of 

distribution (itinerary) that helps to organize the different realities. Unlike at Hyllie and SCSs 

(where the “seems much older” reality is abandoned), at SJ1 and SJ2, no reality is being 

abandoned. They all exist simultaneously but they cannot be at the same locality; they need to be 

separated; they need to occupy different spaces. If a refugee is under 15, he goes to SJ1. If he is 

over 15, however, he goes to SJ2. The sex division is: if female, she goes to SJ1; if male and over 

15, he goes to SJ2. Thus, males under 15 and females—regardless of whether they are over or 

under 15—end up at SJ1, while males over 15 end up at SJ2. Of course, all of these refugees have 

to be enacted as “unaccompanied minor” refugees which is the first precondition to end up at the 

hands of social services—at SJ1 or SJ2. 

Age is a mediator: an adult refugee (a person who is at least 18 years old) and a child 

refugee with parents or a legal guardian present are treated in one way (by the Swedish Migration 

Agency), while an unaccompanied minor refugee (a person younger than 18 years old without a 

parent nor a legal guardian present) is treated in another way (by the social services of the 

respective municipality). Thanks to the modes of hierarchy and itinerary, the organizing is 

successful; the big clashes are avoided, and various refugee realities continue to be connected to 

one another. 

 

Medical Assessment of Age 
At the end of the Age Assessment at SCS story, I wrote that the story discussing age determination 

is not over. This story is its continuation. In May 2016, the Swedish government announced that 

it will start medically testing the age of asylum seekers who lack identification documents and 

have applied for asylum as unaccompanied minors (Radio Sweden, 2016b). A government 
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agency—The National Board of Forensic Medicine (RMV)—was designated to be the one 

carrying out the tests. One of the brochures of that agency states the following: 
“Having a medical age assessment done is voluntary. That means you do not have to have it done if 

you do not want to. If you want to have a medical age assessment done, you must provide written 

consent that you and your trustee must sign”—RMV brochure 

 

However, the authority that decides which refugees to be put through the age assessment tests is 

the SMA. During one of my visits to the SMA's offices, I inquired into the question of how they 

deal with the “age assessment.” 
“[Age assessment] is an extremely difficult question. We have two possible ways to do age 

assessments: 1) it can be that we have a discussion with the person; we interview them, we ask them 

when they were born, when they have gone to school, and so on, and we see whether the information 

‘adds up’, so to say; 2) medical assessments… We would offer a medical assessment and if someone 

would not want to do it, we could actually form an opinion without that background, but of course 

it would be much harder.”—SMA representative 

 

When a refugee lacks identification documents, SMA uses two methods to prove the refugee's age. 

Although SMA has tried to assess the age of asylum applicants via the first option (discussion), it 

has put many of SMA's employees (“case officers”) in an uncomfortable position. Judging 

refugees' age, as reported by Radio Sweden (2016c), has become a “subjective assessment.” 
“Some [of our] employees would rather give people the benefit of the doubt, while others felt it was 

important that adults not live with children.”—from the SMA's internal report (Radio Sweden, 

2016c) 

 

Radio Sweden's (2016c) article refers to an internal report from the SMA that describes the process 

of assessing refugee's ages as a “lottery” or a “guessing game.” The then-Director of Operations 

and current direct-general of the SMA has said that “case workers have not had any other choice 

than to arbitrarily estimate asylum seekers' ages” (Radio Sweden, 2016c). 

In cases when SMA “case officers” have had doubt about the asylum applicant's age, they 

have relied on medical tests. However, carrying them out has been a challenge too. Each test is to 

be carried out by two dentists and two radiologists. 
“We can do various medical tests. But, the problem has been that there hasn’t been a capacity to do 

this and a lot of doctors have been reluctant to do these tests. They think it is unethical; they think 

they might end up in a situation where if they say that this person is at least 18 years old, that might 
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be the difference between getting a residence permit and being rejected… Those that argue against 

the medical determination and such, what they refer to is that this is an ethical standpoint. It [might 

be] the right thing to do not to do this but they fail to take in the complexity of the case. Because we 

have an adult who is treated as a minor, then this adult would be living with minors. And, he would 

obviously, as being older, come into a position of power vs. those that he lives with.”—SMA 

representative 

 

The SMA is worried about adults ending up living with minors. The motivation behind the age 

assessment is, as then-Minister for Justice and Migration Morgan Johansson said to Radio Sweden 

(2016d), “[i]t’s not just about the asylum determination itself. It is also about security at the 

residences. Adults should live with adults and children should live with children.” These medical 

age assessment tests, however, remained controversial and were the reason for a heated debate in 

the Swedish society. 
“Of course, in the public debate, it has always been that they have sort of conflated the issues that 

we are granting residence permits due to a need for a protection, whether the refugees in need of a 

‘subsidiary protection’90 and those that are not. Obviously, if you are in need of protection, you will 

get that regardless if you are a minor or an adult. But, the impression that the people have gotten 

from the debate and media is: if you are a minor, you will be granted asylum, and if you are an 

adult, you’ll get rejected and sent back to your home country, and die. Those that were granted a 

residence permit when they were underage, it wasn’t that they were in need of protection, it was due 

to the humanitarian grounds. There was no family that would provide for them in their homeland; 

there was no one to meet them up; so, there was no one to have ‘reception’ in their homeland. But, 

there was never any question for them to be prosecuted. If that was the case, being underaged was 

the difference between getting a permit or getting rejected. But, a lot of people and even doctors 

actually believe that if they say that this person is an adult, he will get a rejection even if he is 

prosecuted in his home country. Of course, that is totally against the humanitarian act. That is not 

how we try the cases.”—SMA representative 

 

Although it might not help to get a direct residence permit, being underage has its benefits. It might 

help one not to be sent back if there is no one (a family or another guardian) who can meet them 

up and support them in their country of origin. So, it helps avoid deportation under certain 

                                                
90 Subsidiary protection is international protection for persons seeking asylum who do not qualify as 
refugees (EU, 2004). 
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circumstances. Additionally, as demonstrated in the previous story, the Swedish asylum law treats 

unaccompanied minors differently than adults or children with parents. 
“There are a lot of [refugees] who have been granted residence permits as minors, who are in fact 

adults. I do not think that it is even controversial to admit that. Obviously, they would have, in some 

cases, very strong incentives to present themselves as minors… It is also a question of what type of 

resources that we actually spend in order to provide schooling, housing, etc. It’s much costlier to 

handle minors than adults. These [refugees] (adults) take resources from [refugees] who are 

actually minors. When people discuss it in the public debate, they make it very easy for themselves 

by taking a look at this issue from only one perspective. And, if you want to understand the 

complexity of this situation, you have to shift perspectives; you have to understand not only how 

does this affect the [refugee] who is claiming to be a minor and has very strong personal reasons 

to present himself as a minor but also how does it affect all those who we do not see in this debate: 

Does it affect those who are really minors? Not only the public expenditure but also what happens 

with the kids who are put to live in one place with adults?”—SMA representative 

 

Refugees (minors) are a financial issue. During the last few years, Europe had to deal with more 

and more refugees. The surge in the number of refugees led to considerable strain on public 

authorities in several EU member states (EU, 2016a). Additionally, it resulted in increase in public 

spending (around 0.1-0.6% of GDP, on a cumulative basis over 2015-2016) and a slight increase 

in labor supply (ibid.). As indicated in the previous story (Unaccompanied Minors), it matters 

whether a refugee is treated as an adult or as an unaccompanied minor. The “unaccompanied 

minors” cost more to the relevant authorities. And, if the refugee is at least 18 years old, then the 

refugee will be handed to The Swedish Migration Authorities, not to the social services of the 

relevant municipality. 

SMA has faced difficulties in deciding who is a minor and who is an adult. In cases where 

the authorities decide to conduct forensic science to determine a refugee's age, the medicine—with 

its two dentists, two radiologists, and their supporting technology (MRI scanner, Panoramic 

radiography machine)—enters the process of enacting refugees. The medical tests that the SMA 

relies on to assess refugees' ages are MRI scan of the knee joints and X-ray of the wisdom teeth 

(Depiction 14). 
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Depiction 14: Medical assessment of age. Source: AAOMS' and NSW Health's websites91 

The top photo shows an X-ray of a mouth with wisdom teeth emerging on the outside. The bottom 

photo shows an MRI scan of a knee. 

 
“People who are over 18 usually have fully developed wisdom teeth and their knee joints have 

stopped growing. For people younger than 18, these parts of the body are still developing.”—RMV 

brochure 

                                                
91 https://www.aaoms.org/media/third-molar-research-news and 
https://www.swslhd.health.nsw.gov.au/medicalImaging/serv_MRI_Knee.html 



 193 

Notice the word “usually” in the quote—usually is not always; it puts the certainty and validity of 

the tests into question, and, hence, even if they have fully developed wisdom teeth and their knee 

joints have stopped growing, not all refugees that will be tested might be at least 18 years old. 

The teeth and knee tests got lots of critique from a number of doctors and medical experts 

due to their “controversial” and “unreliable” character (Radio Sweden, 2016b; BBC, 2017). 

Although it is voluntary, taking or not taking a medical test might be an issue. I spoke with a person 

who represents a non-government organization that works directly with refugees, including lots of 

unaccompanied minors, in Sweden, and here is what he had to say about it: 
“It’s very difficult. We are against all these medical tests. First, because they are not the perfect 

way to show the age of a person. We have so many people—medics and scholars that know this 

stuff, much more that we do—working with us. They say that this is the most unsecure way of telling 

the age of someone. Using [the medical tests] as a measure to show the age of a person by the SMA 

is unethical and wrong. I have a kid [refugee] who is 17 and I work with him. They say it’s a 

voluntary test but if you do not do it, they say that you have something to hide. The medical test and 

the interpreters are playing a major role. We view SMA's work as very controversial as they do not 

follow a script. Some cases are handled like this, other cases like that; there is no system that applies 

to everyone. For us, it makes their work less serious. It makes it more personal—it depends on which 

person—the case officer—within the SMA you have contact with and who reviews your case.” 

 

Even the then-Director of Operations and current direct-general of the SMA admitted that “[t]here 

is no person in our country who can prove someone's age. Not even with medical examinations 

can one prove someone's age. It is still an estimate” (Radio Sweden, 2016c). The enacting of the 

age of refugees becomes an “estimate,” regardless if it is the best-known method to determine the 

age of a person or not. Refugees have a right to agree or not to agree to a medical examination, but 

once they agree, they are out of control of the outcomes of the tests and how those will affect their 

case in front of the SMA. But, that is not all. 

There are cases where a refugee might be a 17-year-old at the time of his asylum application 

and the Swedish Migration Agency decides to do a medical test but does not carry it out for some 

time. It matters when the tests are done. If the medical test is postponed and done when the person 

is 18 years old or older, effectively it does not matter what has been the age when the person has 

entered Sweden (or when s/he has been apprehended). The reason is because the medical tests 

(assuming they are correct) do not determine the person's age; they try to determine whether the 

person is an 18-year-old or not. There is a big difference between whether a person is an 18-year-
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old or not and what her/his age is. For example, an “unaccompanied minor” seeks asylum in 2015 

but the medical test is carried out in 2018 and it assesses that the refugee is at least 18. The test 

cannot say whether the person has been an unaccompanied minor when s/he has seeked asylum 

because it does not say the person's exact age, only whether at least 18 or not. Assuming the test 

is correct, the person can be 18 but he can also be 25, for example. Thus, even if the test assesses 

the person to be at least 18, we do not know whether s/he has been younger than 18 or not when 

seeking asylum. Consequently, even if s/he has been an unaccompanied minor when s/he has 

entered Sweden, what counts is the time when the medical assessment is done. In such cases—

where the medical test assesses the person as at least 18 years old—the Swedish Migration 

Authorities, according to the law, could extradite her/him back to her/his country of origin 

regardless if he has someone to meet him up or support him because that refugee will be treated 

as an adult who does not need such support. 

Unlike in Age Assessment at SCS where the rule and the refugee were mediators, in this 

story, the medical tests together with those who carry them out are the mediators. Besides the 

medical tests, however, this story tells us that timing—as in the Mobile vs. Immobile as well as 

Fresh vs. Unfresh stories—matters. There are SMA's efforts to turn time into chronology because 

if an “unaccompanied minor” refugee enters Sweden and is medically tested for age before he 

turns 18, s/he might have a greater chance of staying. If s/he enters Sweden as an “unaccompanied 

minor” but there is a long queue or there are some hindrances that postpone the medical testing 

long enough where the test is done after the minor turns 18, s/he might be deported. Different times 

separate two conflicting realities and allow them to coexist but by occupying different times. Thus, 

besides hierarchy, the other mode that is active here is conditions of possibility. What has been 

enacted as an “unaccompanied minor” before might be enacted as an adult now. Instead of 

becoming fragmented into plural realities, the modes of organizing—hierarchy and conditions of 

possibility—allow the multiple realities to emerge and stay connected together. From the refugee's 

point of view, it is about timing because if the “unaccompanied minor” refugee enters Sweden 

when there are fewer queues and a “smooth” medical testing process, s/he might be tested in time 

before turning 18 and, consequently, enacted as a “minor.” Timing has the potential to decide one's 

fate. Timing could decide whether a refugee is at least 18 or not; it could decide whether a refugee 

will stay in Sweden or will be deported. 
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At different times and at different spaces, one enactment might be given more weight than 

the other. For example, if the authorities decide to do a test, then this test will in retrospect settle 

the earlier dispute. The medical test will be enacting a type of reality that might be awarded more 

weight for that moment at that place. It could discard the earlier “unaccompanied minor” reality—

from the Age Assessment at SCS story—which was enacted by the refugee (together with the police 

officers) at the SCS. Then, hierarchy submode will come into play again and will settle the dispute 

for that moment and that space. But even these tests are up for scrutiny because they are sometimes 

inaccurate or not exact. Their validity has been questioned. Thus, it might be that the refugee takes 

the case to court and, then the organizing efforts might continue with another twist. 

 

A Safe Haven for Both 

I already showed what happens with unaccompanied minors with social services, and how, 

sometimes, a medical assessment could be carried out to determine whether one is younger than 

or at least 18 years old. As the years went on, some of the refugees who were under the care of 

social services lost certain benefits. Now, I will demonstrate what happened with some of the 

“unaccompanied minors” who grew up to adulthood and those whose asylum applications received 

a negative response. In June 2016, the Swedish government adopted changes in the asylum law 

that resulted in suspension of the normal asylum provisions of the Aliens Act for three years, 

beginning on July 20, 2016. The changes in the law affected all asylum applicants that have 

submitted asylum applications after November 24, 2015, on humanitarian grounds. As a result, 

many asylum applicants were granted only temporary residence permits or their cases were 

delayed for more than a year.  

In January 2016, the then-Minister for Home Affairs in the Swedish Government—Anders 

Ygeman—announced that around 80,000 of the asylum applications filed during 2015 (nearly half 

of the total 162,877) are expected to be granted a residence permit (Radio Sweden, 2016a). 

Consequently, this meant that up to 80,000 asylum applications are expected to get a “rejection.” 

Many of these refugees who get a rejection to their asylum applications were expected to choose 

to stay in Sweden undocumented. When a refugee applies for an asylum, his identity document 

(such as a passport) is withheld by the migration authorities. They give it back when the application 

is processed. If the refugee's application is approved, he gets a residence permit and his passport 

back. But, if the refugee gets a rejection, the authorities withhold the passport and give it back 
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mostly when the refugee agrees to leave the country (EC, 2016). In many cases, it happens at the 

airport on the way back to his country of origin. So, if a refugee refuses to return to his home 

country and does not show up at the migration office, s/he is in practice living in the country 

without valid documents because the renewal of the temporary residence permit also requires 

visitation to the relevant migration office. 

Additionally, in June 2016, The Swedish Government introduced temporary residence 

permits together with restrictions in terms of the right to housing and social security benefits. This 

meant that, from the moment the rejection of an asylum application is issued, the asylum seeker 

loses the right to housing and social security benefits. In order not to be caught by the police at 

their addresses, many refugees who lost their housing rights moved out of the accommodation 

venues they have been occupying. 
“...when the [asylum] law [LMA—lagen om mottagande av asylsökande] was made stricter—when 

they cut the support for those who are being rejected—we could see that there were more and more 

refugees coming to the church; they were in need of food, clothes, or they just wanted to sit inside, 

not be outside all the time. At the same time, it is not that more refugees are going back or returning 

to their home countries, or wherever they are being sent to. So, the aim of the government was to 

increase the number of returnees. But it didn’t work like that—it just resulted in more refugees that 

were put in this situation, out on the streets where they did not get any food. So, while the government 

was making changes to the law that affects this group, they were coming to the churches and other 

NGOs' venues.”—a representative of the Church of Sweden 

 

According to the changes made in the Swedish asylum law in June 2016, certain refugees' rights 

were being restricted. The refugees were enacted as those that have rights to certain social benefits 

and those who lack such rights. While the “granted” refugee (i.e. has a residence permit) retains 

the benefits (such as housing), the “rejected” refugee (i.e. lacks a residence permit) loses the 

benefits s/he has had access to before the rejection. As a result of these new regulations, the group 

of refugees who are rejected and decide to stay in Sweden without residence permit documents 

becomes totally dependent on friends, relatives, humanitarian organizations, faith communities, 

and criminal organizations. Lacking legal rights and means to support themselves, such a group of 

refugees becomes even more vulnerable to exploitation and abuse (Svenska Röda Korset, 2020). 

It matters enormously because it relates directly to their wellbeing—whether they will have an 

accommodation and be able to feed themselves. 
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With time, things can change—what things have been before might be different now. A 

law that has stated certain things at one time, might state other things at another time. What has 

been kept separate might be aggregated again. In March 2018, “The [Swedish] government [took 

a decision to] invest SEK 120 million a year for three years to support non-profit organizations in 

their work against homelessness among young adults, where mental health can be a contributing 

factor to homelessness” (Regeringskansliet, 2018; my interpretation from Swedish to English). 

Table 10 shows the organizations and the amounts which each of them received from The Legal, 

Financial and Administrative Services Agency (“Kammarkollegiet”) that was appointed to pay out 

the money. 

 

Table 10: Fighting homelessness. Source: Swedish Ministry of Finance 

Organization Amount (SEK) 

Svenska Röda Korset (Red Cross) 30,000,000 

Stockholms stadsmission 30,000,000 

Rädda Barnen 25,000,000 

Svenska kyrkan 15,000,000 

Göteborgs stadsmission 9,500,000 

Skånes stadsmission 9,500,000 

 
“At the same time, the government gave a lot of support to a lot of organizations to arrange housing 

for large groups. And, it was just 2 weeks ago [March 2018] when many organizations received the 

money. We [the Church of Sweden] received 15,000,000 SEK, just to assist these young people who 

are in the asylum procedure but they have turned 18 and they are not allowed to stay where they 

are, for example, out from ‘HVB-hem’92”—a representative of the Church of Sweden 

 

                                                
92 HVB (hem för vård eller boende) is “a type of institution in Sweden that is set up on behalf of the 
municipality for children, adolescents, adults or families with children, and which carries on treatment, 
nursing, support or education. HVB homes can, for example, focus on addiction problems or on 
unaccompanied children” (IVO, 2015). 
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Betts (2009) as well as Milner (2009) put the role of the state at the center of their analyses of the 

relationship between the refugees and global politics. Besides the state, however, they also paid 

attention to the roles played by NGOs, regional development financial institutions, and the private 

sector that are essential in the politics related to refugees. They showed the importance of the donor 

community in how states deal with refugees. Mott (2010) demonstrated the major role played by 

NGOs (or as the author calls them “voluntary agencies”). She argued that they act as “middleman” 

between governments and individual refugees. Besides the “middleman” role between the public 

agencies and the individual refugees, NGOs could compensate “for a lack of social networks or 

economic assistance” (Mott, 2010: 1). Thus, they are key allies of refugees not only throughout 

the resettlement process but also are getting involved in case management, monetary issues, 

education and health matters, travel issues, employment and career endeavors, information about 

their legal rights. 
“And, this is very contradictory because why would they restrict the legislation which will put more 

people on the streets and then, they give money to us to assist these groups. Recently, we raised this 

question with [the Swedish parliamentary parties' migration spokespersons]. These meetings are in 

private… The way we understand [the money distribution to organizations like us] is that it also 

covers those who are being rejected as well. It is really strange because this is kind of a paradox.”—

a representative of the Church of Sweden 

 

The change in the Government's law (Lag, 2016:752) was aimed at increasing the number of 

returnees but it resulted in more people going “underground.” However, these changes in the law 

led to people being enacted differently: rejected and returned (voluntarily) but also those who are 

deported, and those who are rejected but are still not deported (living without residence permits). 

By 2018, there were more and more refugees living on the streets or hiding at friends' 

houses (CommDH, 2018; Sveriges Radio, 2018; Svenska Röda Korset, 2018; 2020). This resulted 

in more people being at risk of exploitation and having problems with mental health (Svenska 

Röda Korset, 2020). At the same time, there is also a risk that such a group of refugees, who remain 

in Sweden without necessary documents, would be outside of the society for a long time, if not 

indefinitely. The problem with increasing numbers of people living on the streets and 

“underground” caught the attention from the media, society and, eventually, politicians. These 

were big amounts of money that were being aimed at fighting the homelessness of refugees that 
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remain in Sweden after the “rejection” to their asylum applications; and, these financial resources 

were aimed to have municipalities and NGOs to accommodate those refugees living on the streets. 

The increasing number of people knocking on the churches or other NGOs' doors, together 

with the increase in budget for accommodation of those who lack a place to sleep, show how 

serious the problem was. It shows that different refugee realities needed to be addressed. The way 

these realities are organized is through multiple times. While at one time, those who lack the right 

to remain in Sweden were not covered by the government's financial and other assistance, at 

another time, they became aggregated with those who have a right to remain in Sweden. Both of 

these different refugee realities—“granted” and “rejected”—are brought together in the 

government's decision to allocate finances that cover both groups. 

In the Space Aggregation story, I demonstrated how space aggregation works. Besides 

spacing, however, I argued (and indicated in Table 8) that it is also possible to aggregate different 

incompatible refugee realities through timing. In this story, the mode that helps to deal with 

contradicting realities is the new mode of organizing which I named time aggregation. It is, in a 

way, the opposite of Mol's (2002) fourth mode of distribution—conditions of possibility. In logic, 

time aggregation is close to conditions of possibility because, with time, in both modes something 

changes. However, while in the “conditions of possibility,” with time, a change in treatment or 

something else separates two conflicting realities, in the time aggregation, with time, two 

previously kept apart realities are brought together: with time, the law changes and what has once 

been separated is now aggregated. It is a matter of sleeping on the street in the cold or sleeping in 

a warm room; it is about being able to afford food or staying hungry; it is about falling into the 

hands of criminal groups or staying away from criminality such as drugs and prostitution. 

 

Mutual Inclusion 
Besides churches, the main responsibility to accommodate and take care of refugees fell on 

municipalities and the SMA. I followed how municipalities and the SMA deal with refugees. 

During my meetings with them, they used statistics and graphs to explain some of their practices 

and planning related to refugees (not only those who are already in Sweden, but also those who 

are on their way): 
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Depiction 15: A table (‘Tabell 48’) and a graph (‘Bild 2’) used by the SMA. Source: SMA93 

The table (which is from 2016) shows the forecasted number of asylum seekers for 2017-2018. The 

graph (which is from 2017) shows the projected development of those enrolled in the refugee 

“reception” system throughout 2018-2021. 

 
“We use these diagrams and statistics [of the refugee flow] almost every day. Based on the numbers 

here [the Excel sheets and on the graphs], we know how many refugees are coming on average, it 

is easier to make a prognosis on what will be needed in order to handle the situation with the 

                                                
93 https://www.migrationsverket.se/Om-Migrationsverket/Statistik.html 
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refugees. There is a lot of planning involved and these graphs help us show what we are faced with, 

and, at the same time, do estimates of needed resources—human, material and capital.”—SMA 

representative 

 

The practitioners at the SMA use graphs and statistical data (such as the ones on Depiction 15) on 

a daily basis. The refugee is both a person who travels throughout Europe but also a person who 

is settling in Stockholm, for example, but not both at the same site. 

At another time (November 2016), I was at The Stockholm City Hall where I met two of 

Stockholm municipality's representatives (S1 and S2). When they both entered the room we met 

in, they had their notebooks with them and S1 was carrying a piece of paper with him: 
“S2 turns to S1 and says: Ohh… You bring this [piece of paper] with you everywhere these days. 

S1: Yes, I do. It helps me to show what we are dealing with here.” 

While we are talking about the refugees, he explains to me the piece of paper he has with him (it 

was the one that is on Depiction 16). 

“S1: And, here, the dark blue line is the refugees from last year [2015] where we had some 162,000 

refugees seeking asylum in Sweden. Look at it—this ‘mountain’ from week 36 to week 51 with its 

peak at week 46. These are your refugees... and ours, of course...” Later, he smiled and said: 

“Overwhelming mountain, isn’t it? But, we deal with it.” 

 

 
Depiction 16: Refugees. Source: SMA94 

It shows the numbers of asylum seekers in Sweden between 2014 and 2017, broken down by weeks 

and given the total number of asylum seekers for the specific year. 

                                                
94 https://www.migrationsverket.se/Om-Migrationsverket/Statistik.html 
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Although in different offices, they—the practitioners at the SMA and the ones at the Stockholm 

Municipality—are doing the same thing. They are representing refugee realities through graphs, 

files, statistics. However, while doing so, there are also details and other objects that are left out 

of the diagrams and statistics. As mentioned in one of the previous stories with the lawyer (Shifting 

between Realities), there were details related to family members and other personal details that 

also play an important role in enacting refugees. But, when things are put in a file or on a graph, 

only certain details are being taken into consideration. However, there is also a simplification and 

reduction (Jensen, 2004) that are happening here. Many other details—that might be relevant in 

refugees' lives—are being left out. The refugee who has passed through the border and the one that 

has got stuck in Greece are different realities. They seem to share similar adventures, however 

with quite different outcomes. But, the graphs and statistics, bring them together and they become 

part of the same enactment. And, it is not only individuals, humans, but also non-humans, such as 

transport, food, beds, jobs, capital. 
“We need planning for our current and short- to mid-term needs. We need to budget for these things 

and pass over those details to The County Council which will process them and pass their 

suggestions for budgeting to the government.”—a municipality representative 

 

The daily use of statistics and graphs is part of their working environment and, without them, they 

have a difficulty to do planning of their future practices. This, however, does not mean that the 

single individual refugee is a small part of the larger “whole.” Each of these enactments is by itself 

another enactment and different reality within the larger “whole” (Mol, 2002). Enactments of the 

“whole” do not neatly correspond to individuals nor groups. There are interferences. Additionally, 

in order to enact these realities (to estimate how many refugees are potentially coming, for 

example), there is a need for information and intelligence from various actors not only in Sweden 

but also from other countries. This inclusion of intelligence information from other countries' 

authorities or the UN, for example, enables them to widen their associations in terms of space as 

well. 

Past, present and future come together in order to enact a reality. There are generalizations 

(turning individual objects into general ones), widening of associations in terms of space 

(connecting intelligence from different sites), making estimations about future needs—they are 

making calculations regarding the distribution and coordination taking places in different times at 

different spaces. 
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“Our budget for next year and the following few will depend on the calculations we do. So, we need 

to include each individual that will need our services—not only those that are currently enlisted 

with us but also those that might fall out from other programs and come back to us. For example, a 

refugee that is off the social help and receiving a certain amount of money from employment or 

certain other activity with the [The Swedish Public Employment Service], or a person who is being 

taken care of by an NGO. Such individuals can be a ‘risky’ group, they are temporarily employed 

and can easily fall under the care of the municipality again.”—a municipality representative 

A similar story from the Swedish Migration Agency (December 2016):  
“If the flow towards Europe increases again, we will be faced with a higher number of refugees and 

the resources need to be revisited again. So, it is important that we liberate space for those who will 

potentially come to apply for asylum here. That is why every refugee who has got a final rejection 

needs to leave the country. Otherwise, they will take from the resources that are commissioned to 

someone else.” 

 

The forecasting of the total number of refugees estimated to arrive in Sweden is not an attempt to 

scale up but rather an attempt to silence other objects by incorporating them into the enactment of 

the “projected arrivals.”  
“Those who are powerful are not those who ‘hold’ power in principle, but those who practically 

define or redefine what ‘holds’ everyone together. This shift from principle to practice allows us to 

treat the vague notion of power not as a cause of people's behaviour but as the consequence of an 

intense activity of enrolling, convincing and enlisting.” (Latour, 1984: 273, italics in original) 

 

By widening the associations with other objects and speaking on their behalf, those (i.e. 

statisticians, experts) that enact these statistics and graphs become an “obligatory passage point”95 

(Callon, 1986). By enacting a powerful object such as statistics that both include and exclude many 

details, those that are enacting are the ones blackboxing and silencing other objects. 

The case of the individual refugee that the lawyer (from the earlier story about shifting 

between realities) deals with is somewhere within the statistics. The larger group depends on the 

individual refugee. However, the events that happen to the individual refugee depend on the large 

group that the refugee belongs to. The individual refugee's reality, who travels across Europe, is 

not a small part of the greater whole, it is a different reality within the greater “whole.” I cannot 

say which one is bigger nor which one is more important because they both affect one another. 

                                                
95 It can be thought of as a checkpoint that objects need to pass through in order to join an actor-network; 
it forces objects to agree with its will. 



 204 

Such realities do not have transitive relations. There is an intransitivity. Hence, in practice, refugee 

realities are “not an assemblage of objects that rank from small to large” (Mol, 2002: 120). This 

would imply that the framing of the refugee which contains all the others is non-existent. Thus, it 

cannot form a “whole.” The way a refugee is treated depends on the reality of the group of refugees 

that are already in Sweden or projected to arrive. In its turn, the group of refugees is also treated 

depending on the reality of the individual refugee. They include one another, i.e. there is a mutual 

inclusion. 

Thus, all these narratives indicate that things are connected and they “hang together.” 

Things “hang together” at the Swedish Migration Agency and the Stockholm Municipality; things 

hang together on an island, at a police station, at central stations, on a border, in a refugee camp, 

at laboratories, in churches, and other localities. But, they also hang together at different times (i.e. 

September 2015, January 2017, June 2016, etc.). Different enactments include one another, while 

at the same time there might be clashes; they might be incompatible. Mol (2002: 121) claims that 

“there are no invariable variables.” No object can remain the same throughout the whole story; 

there are changes happening at various sites and various times. 

One cannot, as ANT scholars claim, study something objectively without changing it 

(Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Latour, 1987; Law, 1992). When one interacts with the field, one 

changes the field (Law, 2004; Latour, 2005; Law and Urry, 2005). The graph that the municipality 

representative or the Excel sheet that the SMA representative have with them include many 

different refugee realities in them. They perform the world in such a way that the representative 

carries that piece of paper with statistics everywhere; the agency is with the document or the piece 

of paper. It is the mediator. Such a document is a performative object in itself and, often, it could 

transform the actual human being into an intermediary. 

When two or more modes of organizing meet, interferences occur, i.e. there might be 

clashes and tensions in such events but they are not impeding the practices to be carried out. What 

might be a contradiction and incompatibility in principle is dealt with in practice (cf. Mol, 2002). 

Different versions of reality give shape to the others' versions. The promise of inclusion is that 

objects interfere with each other in a way that is not harmonious; it is not always singularity. It 

refuses the singularity but they still hang together: there is coordination, distribution, aggregation 

and mutual inclusion. Thus, reality-in-practice “comes with objects that do not so much cohere as 

assemble” (Mol, 2002: 150). 
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5.6. Tuli's96 pursuit of Lumi97 
There was such a disorder and I went into the field to research it. I was at various places—trains 

stations; camps; and offices in Sweden, Bulgaria, Greece, and Finland—where I sensed that I 

needed to be. At all these places, I can use the modes of organizing to make sense of the events. 

Although the stories are not lined up chronologically, the modes of organizing allowed me to say 

that they hang together; although I enacted (in three of the subchapters: 5.3., 5.4. and 5.5.) one 

mode in Bulgaria, another one in Sweden, and a third one in Greece, the “Samos” story showed 

that they could all be enacted within a limited space (i.e. an island) and a short period of time (i.e. 

a few weeks) and, thus, achieve a hanging togetherness. 

However, besides being strategic and lucky to follow refugees and others, to tell a story 

about refugees at different spaces and times, as I noted before, I also managed to follow one 

refugee for five years. In this final story, I will show that my analysis—about hanging 

togetherness—works not only in more ad-hoc traveling of a researcher who shadows objects, 

human, and non-humans or in a story on an island within a short time span, but also in shadowing 

an individual refugee for five years. Additionally, Tuli's story serves to humanize what has been 

dehumanized so many times. 

Tuli was a 25-year-old refugee from Iraq when I met him at SCS on September 12, 2015. 

Tuli dreamed big. He was one of the 1,256,600 refugees that entered the EU during 2015. Like all 

refugees, he has a story. This is his story from the moment he leaves Iraq (August 2015) to the 

present day (May 2020). 
I wanted to leave Iraq because of all the problems we had during the last decade and still 

experiencing to this very day. I wish I had the chance to leave my home country much earlier, so I 

can invest my time in a University education in Western Europe and learn the local language to 

adapt to the way of life over there as quickly as possible. One of the things that encouraged me to 

start this journey was the hope for a better future for myself. And, finding the love of my life is very 

important to me. 

 It was early August 2015, when I went (via bus) from Iraq to Turkey. Technically, it wasn’t 

that difficult since I got a visa to visit the country. But, crossing from Turkey to Greece was an issue. 

                                                
96 Tuli is a pseudonym given by me to this Iraqi refugee. In Finnish, it means “fire.” 
97 Lumi is a pseudonym given by me to his girlfriend/wife. It is a Finnish female name that means “snow.” 
These are not randomly chosen nicknames. Poetically, I try to indicate that he is from a “hot” country—
Iraq—and his potential love is in the Nordics, in a “cold” country such as Finland. Thus, the “fire” meets the 
“snow.” 
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As an Iraqi citizen, I do not have a right to enter the EU without a visa. And, I didn’t know how to 

cross the Aegean Sea, so I turned to smugglers. I was with a group of refugees from Iraq. They put 

us on small boats that took us across the [Aegean] sea. We reached a Greek island without calling 

the coast guard. But, unfortunately, that island was not inhabited, so we were kind of stranded on 

an island. We landed on that island at 5 p.m. and could not go anywhere for 5 hours. But, luckily, 

there was a fisherman boat. Unfortunately, they couldn’t see us despite our waving hands. So, we 

yelled at the fishermen. That didn’t help either. Then, we lit up a fire to signal them that we are on 

that island. It was already after 9 p.m. and starting to be dark, so that small fire we managed to 

ignite was the savior—it was enough for them to notice us. It was like in the movies. The fishermen 

took us to another Greek island where there was a police station, so we can register with them and 

get a document to travel further. The waiting for that paper was a big thing. On that Greek island, 

I waited for nine days for the paper that allowed me to continue to Athens. During those nine days, 

I bought food with my own money, I slept on the street corners under the open sky. It was summer 

time, so the nights weren’t so cold. During the daytime, I stayed in front of the police station to hear 

whether they would call out my name. I had to wait my turn; there were many refugees being 

registered each day and it was just piling up. But, eventually, I got the paper that allowed me to 

move on. 

I used smugglers to get from Turkey to Greece and then again from Serbia to Austria. For 

example, our journey from Serbia to Austria (via Hungary) cost me 1,500 EUR. When I look back, 

I think I spent around 6,000 USD to get from Iraq to where I am now. Of course, it might have been 

different for other refugees who have traveled through different routes and different times. Between 

Greece and Serbia, the voyage was organized by authorities via trains. For example, when we 

reached the Greek-Macedonian border, the crossing was controlled and easy, so we had no problem 

there. 

In the “Balkan route,” we crossed borders through walking and, sometimes, used taxi 

services to cover certain distances. In Serbia, we navigated through the GPS on our phones. We did 

not know the names of the cities we were going through, only the coordinates of exact locations and 

streets' names that we needed to pass through. Our decisions regarding what to do and where to 

cross were very much dependent on what the refugees—who have traveled through the same routes 

earlier—informed us that we should do. The online chat groups give you pretty good information 

on a lot of details. But, you need to have your smart phone and internet access. Without either of 

them, you are lost. There is no way to contact smugglers nor to check out where we are or what new 

information is posted in the online chat groups. Charging the phones was a big issue throughout my 

whole journey. I had an extra battery with me and it was very useful. 

It was already the end of August when we reached Hungary. In Hungary, we used 

smugglers who drove us through with their cars. I didn’t want to stay even a minute in that country 

but just to pass through. After four hours of driving without stopping anywhere, we were so thirsty; 
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our lips were so dry that I was ready to drink water directly from a river if there was one nearby. 

We asked the driver whether we can get water. He stopped near a grocery store, bought bottles of 

water and threw them at our feet. No word, nothing. Beside asking him for the water, we did not 

speak with that person throughout the whole drive through Hungary. We were 14 people who 

departed together from Greece and traveled through the Balkans but, in Hungary, we split and were 

not able to reunite in Germany. After going through Austria, my group was in one German town 

while the other was in another. I stayed for 7 days in a refugee camp in Germany. While we were 

there (during the first days of September 2015), we got medical check-ups and vaccinations. We did 

not understand what kind of vaccines we got but they issued us some medical papers. 

 After our stay in Germany, we departed with trains towards the Nordics. We passed 

through Denmark and we received a warm welcome in Sweden. In Malmö, the volunteers were 

amazing and they tried to help us with everything they could for the short time we were there. Then, 

on Saturday (September 12, 2015), we jumped onto trains and headed for Stockholm. By noon the 

same day, we were there. 

 

In Stockholm, besides coming across all the different people and organizations that were there 

(e.g., volunteers, SMA, and border police), Tuli met me as well. When I approached him, he was 

sitting on the floor of the SCS and trying to eat something. I asked him, in English, whether I could 

speak to him. I presented myself and my research interests and told him that I would like to speak 

to him about his journey. He replied that he is willing to speak to me after he finishes his food. I 

waited patiently not far away from him. He finished his food, went to the toilets and we started a 

dialogue. He told me that he is from Iraq and that he is thinking of going to Finland but was not 

sure whether he should go. He asked me what my thoughts were on his idea. I was reluctant to 

give him a concrete answer. Instead I pointed him to other people around who might know better. 

He asked the volunteers but they could not tell him exactly whether it is better to go to Finland or 

not. But at least he got some food from them and got to use the toilets for free. 

It was already 5 p.m. and he had been on the road for quite some time. Thus, he wanted to 

get some rest that night in Stockholm, and continue to Finland the next day. A volunteer told him 

that they will be able to provide him a place to sleep for a night, so he followed her. I followed 

them as well. After 15-minutes of walking, we reached a building where they said that he will be 

accommodated for the night. There were more than 50 refugees in that building and around 10 

volunteers trying to arrange places for everyone to sleep; he got the key to his room. 

He had not slept for a long time and he had a problem with his eyes. He asked the volunteers 



 208 

for help. He told them that his eyes are itchy, and one of the volunteers gave him a liquid similar 

to water. However, after applying that liquid, the sclera of his eyes became reddish and he said 

that it was very painful. He started washing his eyes with water and, luckily, after 15 minutes or 

so, the situation calmed down and he felt better. 

In the meantime, I searched the liquid (“DAX Sårskölj”) online—it turned out that it is a 

liquid used in the rinsing, cleaning and rescheduling of uninfected wounds such as scrubs and cuts. 

An hour later, although he was supposed to sleep in that building and got a key for a room, he and 

two of his companions were arranged to sleep at a house of a woman who came to pick them up. 

She has been called by the volunteers to try to help with the accommodation shortages because the 

places at that building were already quite occupied. They went into the subway; however, they did 

not have tickets. After learning they are refugees, the subway worker let them go through without 

tickets. At that point, I left them to go and get some rest. We exchanged contact details and agreed 

to stay in touch. 
After a short ride with the subway, we reached that lady's house, and stayed there for the night. I 

was happy that we are going to sleep in a home and, perhaps, have a warm meal. The next day, we 

took the train to Northern Sweden. It took us around 15-16 hours to get there from Stockholm. We 

crossed the Swedish-Finnish border at the city of Haparanda. We arrived in Haparanda in the 

middle of the night and there was no one there. It was very cold. It was also funny and we started 

laughing because we could cross a border and enter a country (Finland) without any fence or 

another hindrance; no border patrols, nothing. Up until Hungary, when we were crossing from one 

country to another, we came across soldiers or border fences but there was no physical border in 

Haparanda; no one outside in that town at that hour (around 3 am) either. 

Our next stop was the Finnish town of Kemi. We reached that town via taxi. The taxi driver 

asked us to pay him 600 SEK, but then we reached a deal for 500 SEK. We had some SEK from the 

Swedish lady whose home we stayed at. She gave us around 500 SEK the morning we were departing 

from Stockholm. In Kemi bus station, we waited for the first morning bus to take us to our next stop. 

However, the problem was that it was very cold. I put lots of clothes on, almost everything I had 

with me—pajamas, trousers, everything. Some of the other Iraqis we met at the Kemi bus station 

negotiated with taxi drivers to take them to Oulu for 150 EUR. We also wanted to go together with 

two families we met there, but there were not enough seats in the taxi, and the taxi driver did not 

agree to take more than the seats he had in the car; we wanted to travel regardless of whether it 

was uncomfortable but the taxi driver said it is illegal and he cannot risk it. 

At 8 a.m., we took the bus from Kemi to Oulu. It cost 25 EUR per person. In Oulu, we met 

other Iraqis and started discussing whether we should deliver ourselves to the authorities in Oulu 

or go further to Tapio. The refugees who were in Oulu before us told us not to register in Oulu 



 209 

because the local municipality organizes accommodations at a hospital, and schools. This made us 

rethink our decision where to go. After we saw the situation in Oulu, we decided that we shouldn’t 

stay in Oulu and move to another Finnish town. We had three choices: stay in Oulu or go to Ukko98 

or Tapio. I had a friend—that I met in Germany—who was already living in Tapio. He informed us 

that the situation in Tapio for refugees is better and that he is staying in a home with 14 other 

refugees. So, we had to compare: whether to live in a home with 14 people or stay in Oulu and live 

in a school or a hospital with 100-200 people. And also, we had to consider that in Tapio we had a 

friend, while we didn’t know anyone in Ukko. 

Our choice was Tapio and we bought direct train tickets for the train that was departing 

later that day. We missed the earlier one because we didn’t know which platform they depart from. 

The lady who sold us the tickets was not good with English, so it was very hard to communicate 

and, obviously, we have misunderstood each other. Half an hour after the departure, the train 

stopped. It turned out that there is a problem and we cannot continue with it; we got off the train 

and started waiting for a bus. It was good that Finns were waiting with us, otherwise we would have 

panicked and wondered what to do. We reached Tapio before midnight, and managed to call our 

friend who came to pick us up from the bus station. 

We went to register at the police station the next day. I was placed in a home with 13 other 

male refugees, all of them from Iraq. We had 2 rooms with 5 people in each, and a hall with 4 people 

living in it, one kitchen and one bathroom. However, the problem was not only that there were too 

many people but also that some of them were drinking alcohol, smoking and making too much noise 

which did not allow me to sleep properly. 

Each one of us had a monthly “salary” of 316 EUR. The money I received was enough for 

me to survive because—unlike others who spend their money on drinks and cigarettes—I neither 

drink nor smoke. After a few days in the first apartment, I went to the ‘migration office’99 and 

informed them about the unbearable situation, and asked them if it is possible to move me into 

another accommodation. Four days later, I was moved to another place where I lived with 5 other 

refugees. However, getting to the office of the people responsible for the refugees was difficult. They 

didn’t give us their phone numbers, so every time there was a problem, we needed to go to the office 

instead of being able to call. Their office is located around 3 kilometers away from where we live. 

The walk from our accommodation to their office takes 30 minutes.  

The English that I speak was very helpful throughout my whole journey. Even when we 

tried to settle down in Tapio, it turned out to be very helpful. Because, when you go to the doctor or 

to the municipality to ask for something, there is no interpreter. When you receive a letter from 

authorities, it is mostly in Finnish; sometimes, but very rarely, it is in English. All these situations 

                                                
98 A disguised name of a Finnish city. Ukko means “old man” in Finnish, and is the god of the sky, weather, 
harvest and thunder in Finnish mythology. 
99 He is referring to the social services of the municipality that has been put in charge of arranging 
accommodation issues for refugees. 
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created lots of difficulties for us. There have been numerous occasions when Iraqi refugees came to 

me with their letters to help them understand what kind of letters they have received. I also 

accompanied many of them to the municipality's office that deals with refugees to act as an 

interpreter. 

The weather is a big issue for me. I am not used to such a climate. The winter of 2015-2016 

was my first winter in Finland and I experienced extreme temperatures. In January 2016, it was 

freezing in Tapio. The temperatures outside dropped to -30 degrees Celsius. I have never 

experienced such temperatures before. In Iraq, it's 50 degrees C during summer time, while in the 

winter it is usually around 10 degrees C; 5 degrees C is the minimum I have ever experienced and 

that happened maybe once or twice. The clothing is different here. One needs to dress with different 

outerwear. I needed to buy a new jacket and new shoes; the ones I had were no good here. The 

heating is key—without it one can be in real danger here. We do not have that heating problem in 

Iraq; it is the opposite, we most of the time think of how to stay cool. 

In Finland, life seems quite boring; there are almost no people on the streets. I think most 

of the Iraqis who came here didn’t expect this; they think that there must be lots of people on the 

streets. Tapio is different—it's very cold, people go to work and then go straight to their homes. 

Back home (in Iraq), while walking on the street, we usually say hi to each other even if we do not 

know the person; the problem here is that if you say hi to someone on the street, there is no reply 

and they look at you strangely. People here seem cold; I think it's because of the weather. Maybe I 

should try to teach them how to be warmer to each other. I’m afraid that I’ll also become like them 

and, in the future, I will also not say hi back if a stranger says hi to me. 

I have a lot of spare time and it's killing me. I am not used to sitting at home all day and 

doing nothing. What I started doing to fight the loneliness and the boring life is to go to the gym. I 

found one in our area which cost 17 EUR a month. My routine is to go to the gym two days in a row 

for 2 hours each visit. Then I take one day off from the gym. Besides the gym, what I do here is 

simple: eat and sleep. During the winter of 2015-2016, I lived with 5 other people in this apartment 

and we did not have a TV. None of us owned a desk computer nor a laptop. We checked the prices 

and it costs around 350 EUR to buy one second hand; it is more than our individual monthly income. 

The internet access we have is through the smartphones we have in our hands. 

It is already April 2016. I am thinking about what will happen to me; I do not know whether 

they will tell me to go back to Iraq or not. I am sitting at home and doing nothing; they are telling 

us “here is your “salary” and just stay home”; I do not know what they are thinking… I see how 

the locals here think that they are paying taxes and those taxes are given to us. And, people here 

hate us. I see on the news how the borders—that I and so many other refugees crossed earlier—are 

closed now. Now, we hear that there is a talk by local politicians in Finland who say “Iraq is safe.” 

There are many things that are unknown. No one is telling me when I will have my third interview 

with the migration authority; when will I be able to reunite with my family; it is a very stressful 
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situation. 

When I left Iraq, I left behind a mother and a sister. Even if I get a residence permit in 

Finland and would like to reunite with my family, my family needs to travel to the Finnish embassy 

in Turkey to be interviewed because there is no Finnish embassy in Iraq. The problem is that Turkey 

stopped giving visas100 to Iraqis recently (April 2016). I am happy that I do not have a wife and kids 

back home in Iraq; otherwise, I would go crazy by just thinking about them. I have friends here who 

are in such a situation. One of the most annoying things that kills me here is when I hear the word 

“wait”. I hear it all the time and it becomes a permanent status. We are on a “waiting list” and it 

drives me nuts. I hate the situation I find myself in. I have a lot of time to think about different stuff 

and make plans. I have nothing else to do and fill my time. I hear about some activities in town but 

we are not able to join because our situation is not stable. Even if I go to meet some other refugees, 

then I come back home, the same fear sets in. 

I cannot get into a bar since I do not have a passport; they want to know your age before 

they let you get into a bar. The migration office gave me only a white piece of paper with my picture 

on it—asiakaskortti/kund kort” (customer card). There is my date of birth on it and it shows that I 

am older than 18, but I cannot enter bars—I do not know why. Once, I was trying to buy a cigarette 

(rolling) paper for a friend of mine from the supermarket and the cashier asked me for my ID: “Can 

I see your ID, please?” I pulled out my “asiakaskortti” card from my wallet and said: “Here it is.” 

I showed my card to the cashier who replied: “I’m sorry, I cannot accept it. This is not a real ID.” 

At the bottom of this document, it says “ei kelpaa henkilöllisyystodistuksena / duger ej som 

identitetsbevis”—translated into English, it means “not valid as an identity document / doesn’t 

qualify as a proof of identity.” It is right there written on the front page of the document. It's a 

paradox which I found myself in. I exist but cannot prove them that I exist; or I exist but in some 

other form. What should I do? It was really frustrating. Anyways, I wasn't able to buy the damn 

rolling paper and when I went back home, I lied to my friend—I told him that the store was closed. 

That card (asiakaskortti), however, was quite vital when one needed to visit the social 

office or to receive her/his monthly “salary.” I did not have a right to open a bank account with my 

“asiakaskortti,” so my monthly “salary” was given to my hand at the information office of the 

municipality. Without that card, I cannot prove who I am and, therefore, cannot get my monthly 

“salary.” Thus, I remain without an income. In Finland, I did not have an internet connection at 

home. I was using a SIM card which I bought from one of the Finnish telephone operators. It was 

surprising because, at that moment, I did not have proper identification documents yet. However, I 

was able to buy the SIM card without any identification document; it cost me 20 EUR per month. 

So, it was a strange thing. Sometimes, I was able to buy stuff such as telephone SIM cards without 

any identification documents and, sometimes, even with some documents, I was not able to prove 

                                                
100 In January 2016, Turkey introduced restrictive entry policies for both Syrians and Iraqis. For example, 
the possibility for Iraqi citizens to obtain visas on the border was abolished. (Mencütek, 2018) 
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my age or identify myself to buy things (e.g., cigarette paper). 

To find a job here is a big issue; and the biggest problem is the language; I need to learn 

the Finnish first. I already started Finnish language classes and go twice a week; for two hours 

each visit. Now (spring 2016), there are two activities I have in my weeks: gym and the language 

classes. Nothing more! I think it will be around 4-5 years before I get a job. Then, I would like to 

settle down and find someone to marry. In Iraq, girls get married when they are around 18-20 years 

old, while men—when they are 20-25 years old. This is a big issue for me. Most people who are 

coming here from Iraq are also thinking about these issues. The situation I find myself in is also 

tricky. Even if I meet a girl and would like to be in a relationship with her, I will need to tell her that 

I live with 5 other people and she will know that I’m an asylum seeker. She will not respect me as 

much as if I were with a residence permit. I do not know how I am going to find the love of my life. 

I know I will go through lots of problems but, at least, I think my kids will have a better future and 

better opportunities. 

My life in Finland is hard, not only because of the lack of daily activities but also because 

of the reputation of the refugees. People over here are afraid of us because they do not know us; 

they do not know the refugees. Another reason is that some refugees have done bad things; like rape, 

fights, drinking and making too much noise. I am not trying to say that the Iraqis are angels; some 

of my countrymen have done bad things but they are individual cases and still these things have a 

negative reflection on us all. Although these bad things have happened in other cities and countries, 

the reputation is still the reputation. I feel really ashamed because of the behavior of a group of 

people that stains all of us. We are all put under the same umbrella. That is why I have an idea to 

make a presentation in front of students or local people. My idea is to speak with locals about who 

we are and why we are coming over here. I would like them to know us better because now, in 

Finland, they do not know us. Almost everything is based on prejudice. 

Few months later, with the help of people from the local municipality, I managed to 

organize such an event where I spoke in front of 35 local high school students. I used a PowerPoint 

presentation where I talked to them about a) what is the situation we live in Iraq, b) why we are 

coming over here, and c) what we need them to teach us. We are not familiar with the laws over 

here. The Finnish way of living and their culture is quite different from what we are used to back in 

Iraq. For example, in Iraq, there are no laws on how to cross the streets or if there are, people are 

not aware of them. Many of the refugees who come from Iraq do not know that they need to wait 

when the traffic lights are red. The Iraqi traffic police do not control things and people are used to 

just crossing. I know about how laws function here because I watched movies.  

It is already June 2016. One of my roommates is trying to get to know locals and I recently 

met two local girls through him. He has met them at a place—they call it “the beach”—where locals 

go to sunbathe. The girls seemed nice and did not mind that we are refugees. It is summer but there 

is no summer weather here. I do not know what they call summer here because it doesn’t feel like 
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it, at all. The temperatures are around 15 degrees Celsius, but it’s good weather for fasting and it 

doesn’t exhaust you as much as in a very hot place like Iraq… It's so funny now, we are having the 

fasting month in our religion and, in Finland, we are not eating for 22 hours a day101. So, unlike in 

Iraq, where the nights during summer time are minimum 8-hours long, here we have just 2 hours to 

eat. The problem is not just that we are fasting 22 hours to restrain ourselves from eating and 

drinking, but we have just two hours to eat and what can we eat within 2 hours? We need to hurry 

up, drink a lot. We start with some soup, the stomach needs something warm, then we continue with 

apples, then we go on to rice, maybe some chicken. Sometimes, cheese and other dairy products, 

but we try to eat some light things, in order not to overload the stomach. In Iraq, during this fasting 

month, you have around 8 hours [to eat] and people have been eating different stuff: the first thing 

you eat is soup, then you wait for 1 or 2 hours which allows your stomach to get ready for more 

substantial food. Then, you eat whatever you want. 

In total, I had three interviews regarding my asylum case: twice with the police and once 

with the Finnish migration authorities. The first interview was with the police as soon as I came to 

Tapio. The second one was two months later with the police, again. Although the interviews of most 

of my friends happened through an interpreter who spoke over the phone, in my case, I had an 

interpreter in the room behind me, translating my conversation with the police. The interpreter was 

from Iraq too but she has been in Finland for 25 years. They were asking really simple questions 

and all of them were related to how I have come to Finland; how we have traveled; who has helped 

us and so on. 

In mid-June 2016, I finally got my interview with the Finnish migration authorities 

scheduled. This one was also in Oulu but, unlike the first two interviews with the police, this 

interview was to take place at the building of the Finnish migration authorities. It was scheduled 

for 8:30 a.m., however the earliest bus from Tapio to Oulu is at 6 a.m. and the bus ride lasts more 

than two hours. So, I was late for the interview. Once I got there, there were my lawyer, an 

interpreter with a Moroccan origin and a female officer; four of us in the interview room. I sat down 

on a chair and told myself that I am finally at the interview which will decide my future; they will 

afterwards either accept or reject me. I was given a piece of paper in Arabic explaining my rights. 

I was really stressed and felt really uncomfortable to have that interpreter because he was not 

understanding some of the words I was saying nor was I understanding what he was saying. He did 

not know details about Iraq, my country of origin. Additionally, he was not friendly towards me. I 

explained in English to the officer what my worries were and then the interpreter got really angry 

                                                
101 The tradition of fasting is one of the five pillars of Islam (faith, prayer, pilgrimage and charity being the 
other four). Ramadan is the ninth month of the Muslim Lunar calendar. During Ramadan, Muslims refrain 
from eating and drinking (so-called fasting) from dawn to dusk. He is based in a Finnish town that is less 
than 300 kilometers below the Arctic Circle where there are very short nights during the summer time. In 
2016, the “Ramadan” month began in the evening of Monday, June 6, and ended in the evening of Tuesday, 
July 5th. That month, the days in Tapio were around 22-hours long. 
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at me. It was good to have my lawyer who told me that I have a right to change the interpreter. The 

female officer offered to postpone the interview for another day and find another interpreter for that 

one. So, I did. 

 I had my interview with the Finnish migration authorities in August 2016. This time another 

interpreter joined the interview via video call from Helsinki. I answered all their questions and I 

thought it went well. However, at the beginning of October 2016, I got a “rejection” to my asylum 

application. The reasons for the rejection were explained to me at the Tapio police station. They 

said to me that Iraq is now safe to go back and live there; “we didn’t believe your stories about the 

dangers facing you there,” was their answer to me. After that, they tried to explain to me how to get 

back to Iraq and to contact The International Organization for Migration (IOM) for help with the 

transport. IOM gives 1,000 EUR plus a one-way flight ticket to Basra or Baghdad (Iraq), for 

example. Almost all the refugees from Iraq I know here got a negative response to their asylum 

applications; there were only a few exceptions. I didn’t sleep for three and a half days after receiving 

that letter of rejection. Before, I was making plans. Now, I couldn’t think of anything but the 

“rejection.” It was confusing, disappointing and demoralizing. I was thinking about why all the bad 

things happen to me. I appealed the decision. After my appeal, the lawyer told me that it might take 

around six months before I got an answer to my appeal. And, I must wait again. 

I wanted to enroll in a local University and learn a trade or a profession. My university 

diploma and education from Iraq do not count here. But, without a residence permit and an ID, I 

cannot enter a University. In Tapio, there was a project called “A new life”—financed by the UN—

that was aiming to train refugees for the job market. However, it was directed to those refugees that 

have a residence permit. Those like me—without a residence permit—fell outside of the scope of the 

program. They gave 9 EUR per day to all participants in the program. I know one guy from Syria 

and another one from Somalia who were part of the program. The funny thing is that most of those 

who joined the program were not very interested, while those like me who were interested did not 

have a right to join. 

The treatment in the hospitals and the health care is different too. For those with a 

residence permit, the medicines are free. I—who lack a residence permit—have to pay for the 

medicine I need when I get a cold or some winter virus, for example. I am getting sick quite often 

because I am not used to such a climate. I have been here for a year and a half, no one has asked 

me how I am living, what is my situation; they just blame us that we take their money; they are just 

angry at us. Now, I am thinking I made a mistake when I decided to come to Finland. I am 27 years 

old now and still not married. I would like to get married soon but I’m thinking about how much 

time I will spend here? What will I do and when? When will I meet the right girl? When will I have 

kids? Time is running out and I am just waiting. I realize that life is moving really fast. I am getting 

older and I have a lot of time to think about it. If I had a job and had some social activities, it would 

have been different. I want to use my youth and work now; when I’m 40 or older, things will be more 
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difficult. 

 It is already March 2017, I am still in the same limbo—still in Finland and no new 

developments in my case; still waiting for them to review my appeal of the rejection decision. There 

is a lot of snow and it is icy outside. I cannot go anywhere else (abroad) because my Iraqi passport 

is with the Finnish migration authority; I gave it to them after I applied for asylum and they keep it 

throughout the whole process. I also think that I change. At the beginning, I approached many 

people to try to talk to them, but then gradually I stopped saying “hi.” I gave up trying to get closer 

to them. It's been such a long time, and I had dialogues with not more than 5 locals till now: one 

girl I spoke about music with, two ladies working for the Red Cross and the two local girls I met 

through my roommate. I met one of the two local girls, again, recently. She seems like a really nice 

girl. For all this time, I joined only one football activity. 

At the end of May 2017, two of my friends got the second negative decision from the Finnish 

migration authorities; their appeals were rejected and they are already deported. I am becoming 

even more depressed. I go to the library often. I go there when I feel that I need to get away from 

the place where I live, and also to find peace of mind. At the library, I read and listen to music or, 

sometimes, just sit there for a few hours, in order to change the environment. I cannot sleep much, 

neither can the other refugees I know around here. I went to see a doctor and the nurse gave me 

pills to help me sleep. 

 

At the end of June 2017, I went to visit Tuli in Finland. I stayed at his place which he shared with 

three other refugees from Iraq. During my visit, he got to show me around the city and all the 

places he was telling me about over Skype; as shown on Depiction 17, we visited his favorite spots 

in town (e.g., the library, a coffee house, a park, and the city center). 

We visited his friends (also refugees) from Iraq who were located all over town. He said 

that my visit was a nice change in his “busy” schedule. While I was there, I was shown the kind 

of pills (shown on the right photo in Depiction 17) they were given by the doctors and nurses. 

Almost all the refugees I visited in Tapio had stacks of Ketipinor102 in their rooms. Afterwards, by 

reading about it online, I found out that, according to Komossa et al. (2010), it is used to treat 

schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and major depressive disorder; and is widely used as sleeping aid. 

However, Anderson and Vande Griend (2014) argue that its side effects such as constipation, 

weight gain, and dry mouth outweigh the benefits of helping with sleep disorder. 

 

                                                
102 It is Quetiapine, sold under the brand name Seroquel or (as shown in the photo in the photo collage 
above) Ketipinor among others. 
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Depiction 17: Tapio. Source: Yashar Mahmud 

 
It is February 2018. I have been in Finland for two and a half years already. There are one positive 

and one negative announcements. The positive one is that I already have a girlfriend now. One of 

the girls—Lumi103—that I met through one of my roommates is my girlfriend now. She is a baker. I 

met her every now and then over the last two years but we were just friends. A couple of months 

ago, however, things changed. I am in love. The bad news is that I am still waiting for a decision on 

my appeal. I regularly ask my new lawyer whether he has any news on my case and his reply is 

                                                
103 Tuli and Lumi are born on the same day (February 14th—Valentine's Day). 
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always the same: “If I know anything new, I will tell you right away.” 

In the meantime, I had several new roommates throughout these two and a half years. Some 

already went back to Iraq after receiving their second negative responses from the migration 

authority, while others went to Germany and France to try their chances there. But, some of those—

who went to other EU countries—are being sent back to Finland, since their fingerprints104 indicate 

that they have already applied for asylum in Finland. I am living in fear of the unknown. I am always 

thinking of the uncertainty which surrounds my life. I cannot even plan a single thing. Many of the 

people turn to alcohol to try to drown their sorrows, and forget, at least for a moment, that they are 

waiting for the—in many cases the second—decision from the authorities. What is my motivation to 

do good and to strive to achieve something when I do not have a stable ground under my feet? It's 

like building a house, starting to build the second and third floors, without having the basis ready. 

I lost a lot of weight while being in the asylum procedure. 

Unfortunately, my fears were justified. In March 2018, I got a second negative response to 

my application for asylum. Without waiting much, I appealed again. Unfortunately, two months 

later, in May 2018, I got the third “rejection.” The Finnish police gave me my passport back and 

told me that I have a month to pack up my stuff and leave the country, or I will be deported. I then 

decided to get married. My girlfriend Lumi and I filed our marriage documents in June 2018, and 

in July 2018, we received the letter of acceptance of our marriage. Together with the acceptance of 

my marriage, I received my residence permit. We live together and enjoy life. 

 

Towards the end of April 2019, I received a message from Tuli asking me whether I am still in 

Stockholm. I replied that I am. He wrote back to me that he has decided to visit Stockholm for a 

day and that he would like to meet up if I had time. He also wrote that he is not coming alone. He 

has booked a day trip via cruise ship from Helsinki to Stockholm. I went to welcome them at the 

arrivals section of the cruise ship's terminal. Once they arrived, I saw that he had come with his 

wife. It was a really nice surprise. Last time he was in Stockholm (back in September 2015), he 

saw the SCS and the subway. This time, I took him and his wife to many tourist sites in central 

Stockholm. I showed him a different Stockholm, where he was a married tourist and not a single 

refugee. And, instead of other refugees, his wife was with him. Besides the tourist attractions, I 

took them to the SCS where I met him for the first time. He sat down at the same spot where he 

was eating his meal when I approached him (on September 12, 2015), put his back on the pillar 

and asked me to take a photo. I did. He said that the central station looked different—calm and 

                                                
104 As part of the asylum application process, fingerprints are being taken. The relevant migration authority 
uses those fingerprints to check if the asylum seeker has applied for asylum in any other European country 
before. 
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relatively empty—compared to what he remembered from 2015. It was an emotional visit—it 

brought back many memories and made us reflect upon all he had been through. 
It is already May 2020. Last year, I managed to enroll at a school. Now, I am taking a computer 

science course but, because of the Covid-19105, it is being taught online. The course is taught in 

Finnish. I am proud to be able to understand what is being taught in the local language and happy 

that I will be able to get a trade, so that I can be competitive at the Finnish job market. I really hope 

this virus thing passes away and everyone is fine... Yes, Finland is trying to keep people at home 

and it is difficult for many but I feel comfortable being home, I do not mind it. 

At home, things are okay. Although we argue from time to time, Lumi and I enjoy each 

other's company, and we are happy. In the last two years, I learned quite a lot about how to live 

with my loved one. We argue for small things at home but we also find solutions to these arguments. 

I learned the importance of saying “sorry!” She is the person I am going to spend the rest of my life 

with. It isn’t always roses, rainbows and butterflies, but it feels great to be together with her. I am 

really happy that I met her and she became part of my life. We face challenges together, we solve 

them together, and plan our future together. 

 

Almost everything that this dissertation concerns (e.g., loss, weight, passports, fire, red dots, 

smugglers, bureaucracy, documents, boredom, despair, and happiness) could be found in this 

refugee's story; through following this individual's story, all modes could be traced. Next, I will 

go back to my aims; reflect upon what worked and what did not, how all these stories contributed 

to my endeavor, and detail the learning outcomes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
105 It is the name of the pandemic which brought the world to a standstill, affected millions of people and 
caused quarantine measures in many countries across the globe. As a result, instead of in classrooms, 
many teaching activities were taught online, for example. 
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Chapter 6: THEORIZING REFUGEES 
 

6.1. Reality Multiple 
Similar to institutionalized practices, conventional organizational research takes for granted certain 

approaches of engaging with, seeing, and writing about the “world,” which results in the world 

(i.e. reality) being kept constant. Instead of attempting to offer solutions to immediate concerns, I 

tried to first revisit our understanding of phenomena by seeking new ways of seeing and 

understanding them. 

My point of departure was to view reality as multiple. Pluralism exists and it is observable. 

But pluralism can be both smooth and conflict-free, and not so smooth and conflict-free. It is more 

common to have tensions and interferences. In cases of not being conflict-free, then otherness is 

othered. Although pluralism that exists tension-free is a rare phenomenon, I see this when various 

faculties enact refugees. As I indicated earlier, I am not an expert in the different disciplines 

engaging with refugees. However, when I read into different academic fields' take on refugees, it 

seemed to me that, for example, political scientists have mainly been concerned with territorial 

integrity, state sovereignty and national security issues (see e.g., Milner, 2009; Mountz, 2010; 

Lazaridis and Khursheed, 2015); historians have mainly researched relationships and interactions 

between states, international organizations, and NGOs (see e.g., Ruthström-Ruin, 1993; Mott, 

2010); legal scholars have mainly been engaged with the legal definitions and concerned about 

who falls in (and who falls out from) different legal categories (see e.g., Goodwin-Gill, 1983; 

Hathaway, 1991; Islam and Hossain Bhuiyan, 2013; Ziegler, 2017); anthropologists and 

sociologists, on the other hand, have mainly been concerned with the power relations and the 

different informal networks formed by refugees (see e.g., Glick Schiller and Salazar, 2013; Agier, 

2016; FitzGerald and Arar, 2018); one of economists' main concerns has been the economic 

advantages/disadvantages from refugees in a host country as well as the country of origin (see e.g., 

Chiswick, 2000; Collier, 2013; Betts et al., 2014; Poddar, 2016); and medicine's main concern has 

been related to the physical and mental health of refugees and the “host” population (see e.g., 

Murray and Skull, 2003; Barkil-Oteo et al., 2017; Abbas et al., 2018; Turner, 2019). 
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Frequently their focuses—which come with certain types of theories, epistemologies and 

methods—enact plural refugee realities. For example, a management scholar who has a leadership 

perspective and stresses that the “leaders” are the most important would only account for 

leadership dimensions when it comes to refugees, i.e. leaders and followers; an economist who is 

mainly concerned with the economic effects of receiving/sending refugees in host/origin countries 

would be accounting for economic asset or economic liability refugee realities; a medical 

professional (i.e. general practitioner) would be mainly accounting for the physical health of the 

refugee; a legal scholar would raise only a single reality (e.g., a case), i.e. giving one set of advice 

on a general level without accounting for other realities (e.g., a family member). However, as I 

showed with the lawyer at the SCS (e.g., Shifting between Realities), that is not what happens in 

practice. 

In practice, things look differently. At one moment, there is a security issue, the next—a 

humanitarian, then a terrorist, and an administrative issue a little later. Under the radar with the 

manipulation by the border police officer, it emerges as a red dot, while according to the SMA's 

charts and interpretations of the municipality official, it emerges as a resident who needs to be 

provided with accommodations and municipal services; and as a cost. On the NGO's statistics, it 

emerges as a human being needing shelter, while on the border police's records, it emerges as an 

illegal person who needs to be deported. There are tensions. When practitioners see tension and 

conflicts, they manage—most of the time—to reduce the tensions in order to succeed with 

organizing. 

Tensions can be revealed when multiplicity is accounted for. Instead of viewing the 

“world” as plural, through the modes of organizing, I showed that it is possible to view it 

differently. Sometimes, there is a humanitarian issue but not a security issue, or there is a security 

issue but not a medical issue. Such a multiplicity is, sometimes, temporarily rendered singular 

through different modes of organizing (e.g., hierarchy) where certain versions of the refugee are 

discarded (i.e. a particular enactment wins over another) or made to cohere with each other. An 

example of this is how, through hierarchy, a refugee can be enacted as a minor, while the adult 

refugee reality becomes temporarily discarded. However, in other cases (e.g., Equalization; Fresh 

vs. Unfresh), one can avoid searching for singularity and view the objects of two or more different 

techniques as being different objects. In such cases, one can add up all the different enactments 

without (i.e. addition with discrepancies) or with a priority amongst them (i.e. prioritization); or 
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one can correlate them through an object (e.g., armband) that makes them comparable (i.e. 

calibration). In cases where such coordination is not possible, one can employ the different forms 

of distribution that could enable the coexistence of conflicting refugee enactments. This can be 

seen when, through space distribution, people with different health conditions can be separated 

from one another; or those that have a right to wander freely (i.e. “approved”) can be separated 

from those who do not (i.e. “disapproved”); or, through time distribution, one can separate those 

who are early (i.e. “mobile”) from those who are late (i.e. “immobile”). Such distributions depend 

on spacing and timing. And, sometimes, different versions of refugees can include one another 

(i.e. mutual inclusion) — “not like boxes that fit into one another only in one way (transitive) but 

rather as bags, where one bag can be fitted into the other, and vice versa (intransitive)” (Harbers, 

2005: 578). 

Reality politics might be understood as politics of being, that being is subject and object of 

politics, of struggle, of power. Being is constructed and shaped through various acts and practices 

that shape the conditions of the people that I am studying. There is the condition of people on the 

one hand and the human condition in philosophy on the other; there is a human condition that joins 

the condition in which refugees find themselves. And the human condition can be a subject of 

ontology (i.e. reality), whereas the conditions of human beings can be subject to politics, 

economics, medicine, and other disciplines. If I dig deeper into philosophy, I might need to ask 

myself: where does the human condition begin and where does it end? When does it begin to be 

an issue of being, and when does it begin to be a matter of people's living conditions (material, 

socio-economic, etc.)? What do the refugees become in this process—what comes out of the 

destiny of the prospects? This suggests the notion of becoming rather than being as a way to 

understand the reality politics here, that being is not something stable and it is not something 

homogeneous; it is in shape and form that something evolves, something that emerges. 

By treating refugees as a single or a plural object “out there,” there is a danger of missing 

out on the possibilities that become available and accessible when it is treated as a multiple object. 

Viewing reality as multiple rather than plural enables a different understanding of the organizing 

of refugees: there are hardships, complexities (Mol and Law, 2002), power struggles, and 

vulnerabilities that get exterminated by a pluralistic (i.e. Weickian) way of studying phenomena. 

If I only look at refugees as a cultural threat to local society's values, I might not notice that they 

can also be a potential labor force that can help the economy; or, if I am so occupied with Europe's 



 222 

border security, I might not see that there are also human lives at stake. And my point is not that 

in such cases some objects remain outside of my attention (cf. Mol, 2002). “It is rather that some 

intervention receives insufficient attention when [the plans of action] are evaluated” (Mol, 2002: 

155). 

In the surveillance room or the border police car equipped with surveillance systems, the 

refugee is enacted not only through thermal cameras but also through trained professionals. The 

physical object (e.g., surveillance system) and the training of the professionals go together; the 

trained professionals intervene in the practice. One cannot separate them; in order to understand 

the multiple refugee realities, there are many details and practicalities that need to be kept 

unbracketed. Thus, it is important to consider how such efforts generate “political and policy 

possibilities and impossibilities and also create the potential for change” (Law and Singleton, 

2014: 379). Through a plural approach, one might not notice that there is a connection between 

the various realities. The potential for change comes once one sees (through a multiple approach) 

that the different refugee realities might be connected to and dependent on one another, i.e. that 

they hang together. 

ANT foregrounded non-human objects as part of enacting reality. As I showed in the stories 

(e.g., Sheep vs. Wolf; Medical Assessment of Age), technology could play a key role in enacting 

refugees. Cameras, screens, and other technology do not work on their own; they are dependent 

on the actions of their users. The border police officer can give instructions, do things, and control 

the technology. Technology, on its own right, can also do things and can change the outcome for 

the refugees. Technology and the non-humans are the means to ends—the type of results and 

outcomes that are being enacted. And, often, technology leads to unexpected effects and “go 

beyond, and indeed transform, the ends they are supposed to serve” (Mol, 2008: 50). 
“Technologies are unruly. Once introduced into a world where they interfere in unexpected ways 

with lots of other erratic entities and configurations, they change much more than they were intended 

to, and are ultimately transformed themselves as well. Instead of being modest means, they are 

inventive mediators.” (ibid.) 

 

Heidegger and Latour, as I wrote earlier, warned us that technology is never a mere tool. Non-

humans are as unpredictable as humans; they do not always do what we would like them to and, 

instead, interfere with us and with the practices in which they are involved. 
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One of the main aims of those who utilize ANT is to understand how things become and 

remain stable. At the same time, the underlying assumption is that nothing is stable; it can dissolve 

at any moment. The approach—Mol's ANT—I employ changes my perception of reality. It is not 

enacted with a single epistème, as the functionalist would have it; nor it is enacted with plural 

epistèmes, as Weick and others would do. It is with multiple epistèmes and multiple realities. 

Whereas, in functionalists' understanding of the “world” and Weick's sensemaking, there is a 

harmony and relatively stable reality (i.e. making sense of the “world” and then stopping the 

“world”), I do not see the “world” like that (i.e. I do not stop the “world”). I kind of accept that 

there are multiple “worlds.” My “world” (i.e. reality), in a sense, is unstable. Somewhere (e.g., 

SCS) at one moment in time, a refugee is a “17-year-old,” while at another place (e.g., radiologist's 

workplace) at another time, a refugee might become an “adult.” These realities are unstable 

because they can dissolve at any moment. It is a refugee multiple, i.e. multiple refugee realities 

that hang together. Thanks to hierarchy and time distribution (e.g., condition of possibility) modes, 

for example, one can notice such a hanging togetherness. 

 Besides non-human objects' strength (i.e. stability), however, this study showed that non-

human objects are also unstable because people can react and create other conditions and 

possibilities, i.e. other realities. The lawyer, in the Shifting between Realities story, was quite 

successful in shifting between multiple realities; so was the border police officer with the 

surveillance system (in the Sheep vs. Wolf story). They both decide what to do and how to do it; in 

those times and spaces, they are the mediators, while the refugees are turned into intermediaries. 

That is where reality politics matters because one can enact the world differently by attaching, 

excluding, or prioritizing different objects. 

Tuli lives in Finland where many people, including refugees, drink alcohol and smoke 

cigarettes. Drinking and smoking become part of the enactment of the refugees in Finland. In such 

cases, the economy (i.e. money that is being spent on alcohol and cigarettes) becomes part of 

enacting refugees. Consequently, a refugee is enacted as someone who drinks and smokes and has 

a bad financial situation. Tuli himself, however, does not drink alcohol nor smoke cigarettes. 

Hence, his financial situation becomes different from the financial situation of other refugees. Non-

human objects such as alcohol and cigarettes, for example, become so central in enacting a 

particular refugee reality because, when Tuli does not attach himself to those, there are many things 

that happen; it has consequences. This changes his reality. By excluding some non-human objects, 
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it results in a very different reality for him. He becomes a particularity, i.e. something else. There 

is a bundle of networks that need to be mobilized in order to enact a reality, i.e. a refugee. And if 

one does not connect to any of them, it might result in something else; it has the potential to change 

the reality and result in different outcomes for the refugees. It shows that refugees wield agency. 

Furthermore, it shows that non-humans and quasi-objects' stability depends on the actions of 

individuals that are mediating the enactment of a (refugee) reality. 

At a refugee camp, a refugee is organized multiple times by different objects. There, it is 

enacted as “humanitarian”, “security”, “health care”, “economic,” “administration”, and 

“communication” issues. On Samos island, there is a “chaos” (i.e. disorder) and, in order to achieve 

a certain order, something needs to be done (i.e. someone needs to interfere). The UNHCR can do 

something about it, however such an organizing takes time to set it up and get it operational (“The 

UNHCR came in early August [2015]. But, they needed some time to build their operations; they 

couldn’t function from day one”), while the Swedish and Danish women act quickly (i.e. put up a 

tent and start giving breakfasts in the harbor) and start organizing through “social media” (i.e. 

someone boils eggs, others prepare sandwiches and tea, or buy juice and milk). This is an 

organizing answer to a “chaos” (i.e. disorder and un-organizing). However, they can do it until a 

certain point; then the larger organization needs to step in and take over the organizing. The 

different objects (e.g., border police, volunteers, medical professionals, administrative staff, and 

interpreters) take the “performative relay” at various spaces and times. 

Although the “worlds” (i.e. realities) that refugees and practitioners raise seem stable, the 

“object lesson” (Law and Singleton, 2005) is that it demands much work—efforts, skills, sweat, 

tears, joy—to make them seem, become, or remain that way. Many of the refugees and 

practitioners suffer and rejoice, yet somehow, they shift between realities and manage to go on 

with their tasks. Put another way, they can endure multiplicity; the mediators (i.e. refugees, 

practitioners, including researchers) find it hard, nerve-racking, and devastating, but they manage 

to hold things together. In order to enact and keep it stable, I—as a researcher—also had to 

constantly interfere with reality (e.g., the A Capitalist Decoy story, Organizing Empirical 

Material). Therefore, besides hard work (Law and Singleton, 2005), achieving a sense of stability 

demands the mobilization of various other objects and resources, and it requires interference by 

everyone (including researchers) who fights to keep things together. In other words, hanging 

togetherness is achieved through everyone's effort to interfere. 
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Both the volunteer woman from Samos island as well as Tuli are good examples of 

“worldbuilders” (Latour, 1996) that live and interfere in a multiple reality. It is, as I indicated 

earlier, we—social scientists—that have hindrances (e.g., specific theories, clean methods and 

analyses) when following these shifts in reality. One of the hardest things for me in this research 

was to see, understand, and show how refugees and practitioners that engage with them actually 

manage to organize the “world”. It took me a long time and much effort to even notice and 

distinguish the various enactments; and, then, it took me additional time to plot and enact the text 

of this dissertation. The “worldbuilders” manage to do this through their interferences. They know 

that the “world” is multiple; they know they have a multiple reality. Their shifts are their daily 

tasks and lives; they live this way; they act this way. By shifting between different realities, they 

prevent chaos and disorder. Similar to how Mol's (2002) doctors shift and enable patients to live, 

refugees' and practitioners' ability to shift is what enables refugees to survive and move onwards 

in their journeys. Some refugees have easier journeys than others. Although, most of the time, 

refugees shift between realities and survive, sometimes some of them find it difficult or impossible 

to do so and end up dead—they might drown, they might get shot, or they might die from a disease 

or hunger. Seeing and understanding these shifts could enable different ways of engaging with and 

acting upon the “world”. Hence, understanding reality as multiple could have profound 

implications on organizing; sometimes, it could be the difference between life and death. It could 

pinpoint issues, provide insights that advance our understanding of phenomena, inspire dialogues 

and illuminate possible avenues for further research. 

 

6.2. Methodology 

Methodologically, Mol's (2002) research takes place within a hospital or a “laboratory” (Latour 

and Woolgar, 1979). Although it is a single entity (a building), she treats it as different spaces 

because there are different sections and departments within the hospital that are separated from 

one another. However, she never follows the objects of her research interest outside the “walls” of 

the hospital or the “laboratory.” I tried to break out of the “walls” of Mol's project; I tried to break 

the time and space “walls.” It was my empirical effort to go beyond that and, thus 

methodologically, to follow the object of my interest. At the same time, how could I? As Latour 

(2005: 122) argued, I cannot follow everything: the objects swarm “in all directions and it goes 



 226 

indefinitely.” Thus, methodologically, it is a dream to follow all the objects everywhere; it is 

unmanageable. Having said that, I still made an attempt to follow the refugees. I managed, through 

physical and virtual travels, to follow many refugees through long periods of time and vast 

geographical spaces; I managed, to a certain extent, to go beyond the “walls” of time and space. 

 

6.3. Epistemology 

I, however, need to admit that one cannot study multiple realities by saying that reality is at the 

core of understanding without it also being an epistemological endeavor. To enrich our 

understanding of a phenomenon, one needs both. By raising the “world” through Mol's (2002) 

framework, I also had “theoretical” ambitions (i.e. my epistemological aim): to test Mol's (2002) 

framework outside of the medical context and to try to further her modes of organizing. I did apply 

them to study refugees where I was mobile. And, in addition to Mol's (2002) pathologists and 

medical experts, they worked with other various professionals, i.e. practitioners. Although her 

study seems medical specific, and even though her subtitle is “Ontology in Medical Practice,” it is 

a great way to research organizing not only in the medical context but also outside of it; Mol's 

arguments are valid in other contexts as well. If it has worked in a hospital (e.g., Mol, 2002), in a 

mine (e.g., Jensen and Sandström, 2019), on refugees within limited space (e.g., Diedrich and 

Styhre, 2008) and in a geographically dispersed study across a long period of time (e.g., this study), 

there is a big probability that, analytically, it will work in any other context and on any other 

phenomena as well. Hence, her analytical tools are usable outside of the “single building” context. 

Powell (2001) argued that researchers' philosophical considerations oftentimes surface 

during their efforts to make sense of their empirical material. It is when tacitly accepted theories 

and concepts are challenged. Mol's (2002) modes of organizing are elaborate and useful. Thanks 

to my empirical material, however, I was able to carve out new modes and submodes of organizing. 

That is how prioritization emerged as the new submode of coordination through addition. It 

proved that, besides hierarchy and addition with discrepancies, it is possible to have one more 

submode of addition. It showed that it is not always necessary to abandon one reality when there 

is a tension between them as in the case of hierarchy, nor is it necessary to treat them equally as 

in the case of addition with discrepancies; it is possible to have two or more realities existing 
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simultaneously with a priority set up among them. Moreover, it showed that it is possible to have 

more than one reality with high priority and more than one reality with low priority. 

One way of showing that Mol's distribution modes were usable outside of the medical 

context was, as pointed out in Table 11, to group them into two categories: one that depends mainly 

on space (i.e. spaces, spacing) and another one that depends mainly on time (i.e. times and timing). 

Then, I applied them to analyze another phenomenon (i.e. refugees). This was my attempt to 

analytically generalize them. I left indication criteria out of these groups because I believe it can 

be in both—it is up for a debate; I used it (together with another mode - itinerary) only once (e.g., 

in Coffins N' Roses), however I would need a deeper analysis in order to claim something more. 

As an addition to Mol's (2002) modes, I argued that there is at least one more main mode 

of organizing that is the exact opposite of distribution; I called it aggregation. It is a mode which 

enables keeping (otherwise) conflicting realities at the same locality (i.e. space) during a certain 

timespan. I identified two types of aggregation: space aggregation and time aggregation. While 

in space aggregation (e.g., the Space Aggregation story), it is the spacing that is the mediator that 

keeps conflicting realities together, in time aggregation (e.g., the A Safe Haven for Both story), it 

is the timing that acts as a mediator that keeps conflicting realities together. 

Besides furthering Mol's (2002) modes of organizing, I attempted to explicitly account for 

time. Space and time have long been fundamental features in organizing (see Taylor, 1911; 

Thompson, 1967; Bluedorn and Denhardt, 1988; Butler, 1995; Jones et al., 2004; Dale and Burrell, 

2007; Burrell and Dale, 2015; Sage et al., 2016; Holt and Johnsen, 2019). Through the above-

mentioned space aggregation, I contributed to our understanding of space and spacing. Although 

there is an implicit time argument in Mol's (2002) distribution mode (e.g., in taking into account 

previous enactments and conditions of possibility submodes), she does not make it explicit. 

Through time distribution stories (e.g., Mobile vs. Immobile and Fresh vs. Unfresh), I showcased 

how times and timing distribute realities. Additionally, through the time aggregation story (e.g., A 

Safe Haven for Both), I showcased how time—not the invention of another object—is a mediator 

not just in distributing conflicting realities but also in bringing and keeping them together. It allows 

me to claim that, besides the space multiple (Jensen and Sandström, 2019) approach, there is also 

a time multiple approach that is sought after in organizational studies (e.g., see 2004 Special issue 

on “Spacing and Timing” in Organization; 2019 Call for Papers on the Special issue on “Temporal 

Work: The Strategic Organization of Time” in Strategic Organization - Bansal et al., 2019). 



 228 

Latour (2005: 176) wrote that “[n]o place can be said to be bigger than any other place, but 

some can be said to benefit from far safer connections with many more places than others.” He 

pointed out that there is no “global” but rather a chain of connected localities (i.e. spaces). This 

study showed that, besides spaces, there is also a chain of connected times. And since organizing 

occurs in multiple spaces and times, it is important to find out the answers to the questions which 

Czarniawska (2006b: 1556) posed when reviewing Latour (2005) book: “If what seems to be 

global consists of many connected times and places, and what seems to be local is a product of 

many connected times and places, how are these sites [and times] connected? And what makes 

such connections stable?” I laid out, in the earlier subchapter (6.1.), what I believe is the answer 

to the latter question. The keys to answer the former question are the space multiple and time 

multiple approaches. They provide an understanding of how various practices—that occur in more 

than one space and time—are connected, i.e. how they are interdependent or hang together. 

In relation to the mode of inclusion, empirically, I accounted only for mutual inclusion. In 

Table 6, besides mutual inclusion, I pointed out inclusion in tension as well. Although Mol (2002) 

speaks of frictions incorporated and inclusion in tension, she does not explicitly state what the 

submodes of inclusion are (apart from mutual inclusion). However, I suspect there are other 

submodes of inclusion. For this dissertation, mutual inclusion was enough to show the 

intransitivity between realities and how they could be dependent on one another. However, I am 

intrigued by inclusion and the way it allows understanding of phenomena. Hence, in my future 

academic career, I intend to retake this question by exploring other ways of inclusion, and to try 

to further it. 

Earlier, I mentioned that Callon's (1986) four phases of translation—problematization, 

interessement, enrolment and mobilization—occur sequentially. Jensen (2004), however, argued 

that these phases are “blurred.” My stories show a similar “blurriness.” For this reason, I used 

Mol's (2002) modes of organizing not in sequential and linear order, but rather as they occur in the 

stories. If I had used them in their order—saying one of them comes before/after the other—then 

I would have enacted the “world” in advance; it would have been an (pre)ordered world. This 

dissertation, however, showed that the “world” is not pre-ordered; it is multiple. Furthermore, the 

Samos (Chaos on an Island) and Tuli (Tuli's pursuit of Lumi) stories showed that earlier ANT 

research has overlooked something: translation, or enactment as Mol (2002) calls it, instead of 

being sequential (i.e. Callonian), is nonsequential (i.e. Molian). 
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Table 11—All Modes of Organizing (including the new ones); the distribution submodes are 

represented by the two groups, instead of Mol's four submodes. 

 

modes\dimensions 

Same 

Space? 

Same 

Time? 

Search for 

Singularity? 

Effects 

 

 

 

 

 

coordination 

 

hierarchy 

Yes Yes Yes one reality is abandoned; one wins, 

while another one loses 

addition with 

discrepancies 

Yes No No each reality treated equally; none is 

given more weight than the other 

 

prioritization 

Yes No Yes no reality is abandoned; a priority is set 

up among them 

calibration Yes No No realities made comparable through other 

objects 

 

 

distribution 

space 

distribution 

No Yes No incoherences not solved; realities kept 

apart 

time 

distribution 

Yes No No 

 

 

 

 

aggregation 

 

space 

aggregation 

Yes Yes No incoherences not solved; differences 

pacified, diff. refugee enactments are 

turned into intermediaries 

 

time 

aggregation 

Yes Yes No incoherences not solved; with time, 

something changes and what has once 

been separated is brought together 

 

 

inclusion 

inclusion in 

tension 

Yes / 

No 

Yes / 

No 

Yes transitive relations between realities 

mutual 

inclusion 

Yes / 

No 

Yes / 

No 

No intransitive relations between realities 
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6.4. Ethics 

Ethically, I had three sub-aims at the beginning of this dissertation: to show refugees' vulnerability, 

to humanize what has been dehumanized, and to give refugees a voice. The stories in my 

dissertation show that refugees are vulnerable. For example, in the Approved vs. Disapproved 

story, refugees are being silenced. While they are turned into intermediaries, the border police 

officers, secret service and medical professionals are the mediators—they are the ones deciding 

what will happen with refugees next. Refugees' fate is in the hands of others. Another example of 

what is meant by deciding refugees' fate is the Medical Assessment of Age story where SMA 

officers and doctors (i.e. dentists and radiologists) are the mediators and refugees are the 

intermediaries. 

However, it is not only about the human objects that have the power to decide refugees' 

fate. Technology (e.g., dental X-ray machine and MRI scanner) could be a mediator as well. 

Additionally, as I showed in the Fresh vs. Unfresh and the Medical Assessment of Age stories, 

timing could be crucial too. While in the Fresh vs. Unfresh story, timing and a non-human object 

(e.g., armband) determine whether one gets access to food and drinks or not (i.e. whether s/he stays 

hungry or gets something to eat), in the Medical Assessment of Age story, timing and non-human 

objects (e.g., the scanning machines) could decide whether a refugee is enacted as an adult or a 

minor (i.e. whether one stays in Sweden or gets deported). 

Organizing refugees is a serious endeavor. It could have damaging effects on people: they 

could be traumatized when entering Bulgaria, Greece or Sweden, for example. Refugees might not 

know where to go; they might not know what to do; they might find themselves in a frustrating 

situation. Oftentimes, the different realities they go through are ephemeral. Hierarchy and timing, 

for example, might settle disputes multiple times because even the medical tests are not a reliable 

tool to decide one's age; assessment of an age can take multiple twists (e.g., Age Assessment at 

SCS, Unaccompanied Minors, Medical Assessment of Age), and refugees might become 

vulnerable. 

Vulnerability does not mean victimizing; rather, it means that refugees are vulnerable to 

others and to particularities. In the Medical Assessment of Age story, the SMA case officers and 

medical professionals are involved in a “lottery” or a “guessing game,” where a refugee's age 

becomes an “estimate” enacted by those with greater agency. By showing that refugees are 

vulnerable, I do not mean that they do not have agency; in fact, as I argued through Tuli's story, 
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they do. However, they are vulnerable because other objects are more powerful (i.e. wield a greater 

agency) than them. For example, the EU, including Sweden, and all their institutions wield such 

an enormous power (i.e. agency) and ability to decide refugees' fate. They are the ones that have 

major impacts on what happens with refugees: Are refugees going to be allowed to enter the EU? 

How will they be organized? Who will have to take care of them? Where will they be sent to? 

When will they be relocated? 

As Stanley Lieber argued, “with great power there must also come—great responsibility!” 

Although Young (2004: 379) believes that “everyone who is in a position to contribute to the 

results” should act, she distinguishes between the different levels of “political responsibility.” 

Responsibilities, according to Young (2006), vary depending on connections, power, privilege, 

and collective ability. 
“A society consists in connected or mutually influencing institutions and practices through which 

people enact their projects and seek their happiness, and in doing so affect the conditions under 

which others act, often profoundly.” (Young, 2006: 105) 

 

Although she106 is not an ANT scholar, Young's (2004; 2006) argument is close to what I am 

arguing in this dissertation, i.e. we all are connected and hang together somehow.  
“Persons who benefit relatively from structural injustices have special moral responsibilities to 

contribute to organized efforts to correct them, not because they are to blame, but because they are 

able to adapt to changed circumstances without suffering serious deprivation.” (Young, 2006: 128) 

 

When it comes to power and privilege, she argues that those in positions of greater power have 

greater responsibility to act humanely in our politics and organizing (i.e. how they organize 

refugees). I—as an academic—have greater moral responsibility to act on refugees' behalf because 

I have less to lose and the risks I am taking are far lesser than those taken by refugees. This does 

not mean refugees and others with less power need to wait and stay inactive; instead, they need to 

use their collective ability, i.e. to come together and try to influence those with greater powers. 
“The [European] Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, 

equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to 

minorities. These values are common to the Member States in a society in which pluralism, non-

                                                
106 Iris Marion Young (1949-2006) was a political philosopher concerned with the notion of justice. 
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discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality between women and men prevail.” — 

Article 2 of The Treaty of Lisbon, EU (2016b: 16) 

 

If the EU would like inclusion, tolerance, justice, solidarity, and non-discrimination to prevail, 

ethically, it should be doing more to take care of refugees. For example, in 2015, the German 

chancellor Angela Merkel managed to hold the borders open for a few months which allowed 

humanity to be upheld. However, we need to do more of this because being a refugee is painful 

and difficult. Refugees are vulnerable and they need the help from those that wield greater agency. 

Besides politicians and civil society, such powerful objects are those in academia. All 

disciplines that engage with refugees try to categorize and analyze the refugees. Various 

disciplines have various methodologies to investigate them. As I argued earlier, the theories, 

epistemologies and methods they adopt to research refugees determine the results they achieve. 

Their attempts to understand refugees, however, lead to dehumanizing the very object of their 

research interests. For example, without the statistics from the UN, the EU, SMA and others, it 

will be very hard to plan for future needs. However, how do I talk about refugees when I look at 

the big data from SMA or the EU? The refugees are so dehumanized (i.e. reduced, simplified; the 

human condition and the condition of human beings are simplified) that they are just statistics and 

numbers in graphs and tables. Although it is not always the case, sometimes, the human is attached 

to the refugee. Humans might be within the numbers and statistics but they are so enacted that one 

could ask: Where is the human in such statistics? Where does a human start and stop? What is 

human in such cases? In such cases, ANT is useful because it allows me to zoom in and zoom out, 

to close in and move away. The refugees can be a health issue as well as statistics or a silhouette 

on a screen. Ultimately, however, there are still human lives at stake. 

 Sometimes, even a dead body (e.g., in Coffins N' Roses) is treated with respect and esteem. 

It means that dead refugees have their own ethics. However, are living human beings shown the 

respect and esteem they deserve? Are they treated humanely? The lawyer from the Shifting 

between Realities story was making attempts to individualize the refugee; she was trying to treat 

each individual case with the care and respect it deserves. She was shifting between the cases that 

were generalized and the individual refugees that were specific and required particular attention. 

It was her way of trying to humanize what has been dehumanized. 
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Researchers wield such an agency that can help to uphold human rights and fight for those 

who are underprivileged. In order to speak on their behalf to the institution of the EU, for example, 

in ANT terms, we have to silence the refugees; we have to blackbox them, in ethical terms. I have 

been dehumanizing refugees in almost all my stories: at the SCS (e.g., Fresh vs. Unfresh), on the 

Frontex's (e.g., Prioritization; Harmless vs. Harmful) and smuggler's (e.g., Space Aggregation) 

boats, at The Stockholm City Hall and in the Swedish Migration Agency's offices (e.g., Mutual 

Inclusion). However, such silencing is not about dehumanizing but rather about humanizing. 

 Tuli is an individual refugee. His story shows almost everything I wrote about in the 

previous stories; however, he is also the human embodiment of my dissertation's story. He is not 

an abstract object. He is living in flesh and blood. He goes through all the dramas and suffering. 

He starts from Iraq, crosses a sea, becomes stranded on an island, waits for documents to get on a 

boat, uses smugglers, gets vaccinations, travels through nights and days, waits for years for 

decision on his asylum case, goes through all the troubles and hardships, survives the rejections of 

his asylum application and then achieves a happy ending. Tuli is born on the same date as his wife: 

February 14. I managed to come across and follow for five years a refugee born on February 14, 

and he married a girl who was born on the same day which, by the way, is Valentine's day. Can it 

be more romantic than both being born on the same day and it being Valentine's day? Can there 

be a happier ending? I was lucky to come across such a refugee whose story evolved in such 

unexpected turns. It is the reason why I used pseudonyms such as Tuli (meaning “fire” in Finnish) 

and Lumi (meaning “snow” in Finnish), i.e. the fire meets the snow within the Finnish context. 

Metaphorically, by calling them fire and snow, I am dehumanizing them. However, presenting his 

intimate story is my attempt to humanize what has been dehumanized; his story helps me to 

humanize everything that has been dehumanized in all the previous small stories. 

There is a constant effort to dehumanize refugees; it is the way in which vulnerability can 

be handled. We can handle it by constantly creating new “worlds” (i.e. realities) that are 

dehumanized. But, at the same time, these dehumanizations are so vague and ephemeral. And, 

later, they are re-humanized and that demands rejection of another dehumanization. When we add 

vulnerability (e.g., hopelessness, disorder, and death) to the dehumanizing stories, those stories 

become humanizing. There is a movement between dehumanization and humanization. Refugees' 

vulnerability and the idea of empathy (i.e. ethics) are what make these realities so unstable. Such 

instability is hard to be seen in singular or plural realities. Viewing them as multiple realities allows 
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a shift from dehumanizing to humanizing because humanizing is related to multiplicity. A border 

police officer enacts a refugee as a red dot or a silhouette, while I enact it as someone who tries to 

run for his life; while social services enact the refugee as an accommodation issue, I enact it as a 

child that needs special care; while a refugee enacts his brother as a photo on his mobile phone, I 

enact it as a loss. Hence, the more multiple realities shown means the more humanization attempts 

are made. 

A few years can make a big difference. As I showed in the Mobile vs. Immobile story, after 

the 2015 “refugee crisis,” Europe started to sing another song—a song of “shielding” Europe 

against asylum seekers and migrants (see FT, 2020); a song about, what Jünemann et al. (2017) 

name, “Fortress Europe” that tells a story about the challenges and failures of Europe's migration 

and asylum policies. It becomes more and more acceptable to build fences and border walls instead 

of common pan-European solutions. We are turning our backs to the values that have brought and 

kept us together for such a long time. Through time distribution, we can understand how these 

time periods, although divided, still hang together. Each “song” has its timing—one enacts “open 

doors” (i.e. welcoming), while the other one enacts “closed doors” (i.e. unwelcoming). 

What if, as certain scientists predict, environmental disasters and future wars produce even 

more refugees? What do we do then? Instead of closing our doors to those in need, we could 

change the way we study and view things. It could help us frame things in a different way. In order 

not to repeat the horrors related to refugees (both from the last century as well as the events from 

a few years back), we could realize that when humanization efforts are not stable and human beings 

are dehumanized, we need to try to humanize them again. There is a need for (positive) ethics of 

such a multiplicity because I do not accept the singular idea of a refugee; because the singular idea 

of a refugee would be a dehumanization. 

One of the critiques of ANT is that the approach is detached from ethics, and it is a fair 

critique that ANT has a descriptive ambition rather than a normative one. Maybe that can partly 

explain why many of the ANT inspired studies take as their objects of interest things such as call 

centers, wearable devices, innovation, organizational routines, software programs, and garbage, 

i.e. things that do not necessarily concern issues of people's survival. In fact, there are seldom 

descriptions or analysis of sensations and emotions in studies that use ANT; most of the time, there 

is no sadness, there is no happiness. My research concerns a sensitive issue that touches upon 

people's lives and death, and I do use ANT to study it. There is lots of sadness, but also some 
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happiness in my study. Besides being useful to study all types of non-humans' involvement in 

enacting reality, I showed that ANT could be used to study vulnerable human beings where 

numerous other objects are involved over time. Thus, ANT can be used to address such a 

dehumanization of human beings. 

Furthermore, Jensen et al. (2009) argued that ANT is not so distant to morals. In addition, 

ANT scholars tend to actually study objects at very close distance (e.g., studying a door knob; 

fishermen and scallops). They are not disengaged from the phenomena they study; they are close 

and intimate with their study objects. ANT acts, Mol (2010: 262) argues, as a set of tools that helps 

people be more sensitive not just to certain terms but also to the underlying assumptions; “[i]t 

helps to train researchers' perceptions and perceptiveness, senses and sensitivity.” Mol's approach 

allowed me to use various disciplines' takes on refugees and to follow them in space and time. It 

enabled me to follow the multiplicity and, thus, the vulnerability inherent in such a phenomenon 

and practices. Hence, where Latour's ANT cannot help me, Mol's ANT can. That is, although ANT 

is not a guiding star for ethical behavior, it can be used as a means to understand sensitive 

situations. 

As a future direction for research, ANT inspired studies should not only focus on non-

emotional issues and things that are not that essential in life. There is a room for more ethical 

considerations and engagement with things that are more important to people. Hence, I call for 

greater humanizing of ANT—an ANT that pays greater attention to people's lived experiences; an 

ANT that is concerned not only with understanding the role of non-humans and quasi-objects in 

organizing, but an ANT that sees organizing as a moral and emancipatory scholarly endeavor. This 

can pave the way for a (humanist) normative foundation of organizational analysis that puts the 

people, human dignity and lives, at center. 

Relying on Goffman (1961), I argued that I need to give voice to refugees because they are 

the ones that are marginalized, and they are the ones that are weak and vulnerable. For example, 

the “refugee crisis” still overwhelms the news and national debates, notably when the elections 

approach. Populist politicians continue to win votes thanks to their anti-refugee rhetoric. The 

dominating narrative—propagated by populists—is that refugees are a burden to the EU and its 

member states' budgets and that refugees cannot—and will not—integrate into the host societies. 

However, where are the voices of the refugees in these debates? Is anyone listening to them? Do 
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national as well as EU politicians include newcomers' (i.e. refugees') views in their refugee policy 

debates? Do we take their concerns, needs and priorities into account? 

It is the refugees' fate that is being decided. Hence, there is a need to hear refugees' voices 

and this could happen through having platforms (e.g., academic texts) that enable their views to 

be considered. We need to raise our voice for the millions of underprivileged people, for those 

people whose voices have been drowned by the politics of hate, racism, and xenophobia, and for 

all of humanity. Regardless of whether talking about racial inequality, gender inequality, 

discrimination, or human rights, we are talking about fighting against injustice. We need to raise 

our voices not because it is easy but because it is worth it; because it is the right thing to do. Let 

us not take our positions for granted. I do not take my work for granted—the greatest gift it has 

given me is the opportunity to give voice to the voiceless. 

 

6.5. Politics 
Humanizing refugees by giving them a voice and showing their vulnerability paves the way for 

different politics (i.e. different ways of organizing refugees). My starting point had an impact on 

epistemology, methodology, and ethics. Epistemologically, I raised Mol's “laboratory” and used it 

on refugees. However, it also allowed me to see new political possibilities, i.e. ways for other 

political thinking about the “problem.” And, new political possibilities allow me to draw new 

ethical considerations about how to organize refugees. 

In a multiple reality, we can enact and dissolve certain realities; however, which one(s) do 

we want to either enact or dissolve? The question is political. 
“The end points, the very goals of [the organizing attempts], are essentially contested. They are 

intertwined with different, dissonant, ways of life. It is in this sense [that] one may say they are 

political.” (Mol, 2002: 175) 

 

An example is determining how to decide the age of a refugee. If medical assessment was the norm 

(i.e. not contested) and applied to all refugees whose age needs to be checked, assessing it by 

“discussion” would never stand a chance of being viewed as a reliable method. If Europe's border 

security was evaluated only based on the number of illegal entries (illegal crossings of borders), 

the humanity aspect would be buried so deep into the ground that saving lives based on 
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humanitarian concerns will be almost impossible to think of. Mol (2002: 177) argues that the term 

politics 

“resonates [with] openness, indeterminacy. It helps to underline that the question ‘what to do’ can 

be closed neither by facts nor arguments. That it will forever come with tensions—or doubt. In a 

political cosmology ‘what to do’ is not given in the order of things, but needs to be established.” 

 

It is the reason why earlier I talked about avoiding scaling up/down (i.e. micro, meso, and macro) 

because the results might not be what we are expecting or wishing them to be. Sometimes, what is 

best for all refugees (as a group) might as well be best for the individual refugee. In such an 

inclusion, there is a singularity. However, sometimes what is best for the individual refugee might 

not be what is best for all refugees and vice versa. For example, if there are more borders, fences, 

security and guards, the refugees who reach Europe, on a general level, would perhaps be fewer. 

But, by implementing such measures—defense systems, fences, walls, guards, and guns—the 

mortality rate for each individual refugee might be higher due to the more unsafe circumstances 

they need to go through and/or due to the possibility that they might have to remain in a war zone. 
“The lack of legal routes leaves no choice for many men, women and children but to turn to 

smugglers, at enormous cost and danger to their lives. Before arriving in Europe, many suffer high 

levels of abuse, exploitation and human rights violations. Some are taken hostage at gunpoint, 

released only if their families pay ransoms they can ill afford to violent illegal gangs.” (UNHCR, 

2015d: 7) 

 

Thus, on a general level, these measures might result in less refugees reaching Europe but the risk 

for every individual refugee might increase. 
“[S]ince there are different practices and they aren’t particularly coherent, putting their non-

coherences together is a resource for making a difference… If we can craft appropriate tools for 

articulation it will be possible to know and make space for different and better social arrangements.” 

(Law and Singleton, 2013: 501) 

 

This brings forth the possibilities of “other and better worlds” (Law and Singleton, 2013). By using 

Mol's (2008: 4) words for “good care,” I can state that “good organizing” of refugees “is not an 

ideal that can be defended in general terms, as a matter of principle (in the way that the ethical 

tradition has sought to defend an ideal like justice). Instead it is something that people shape, invent 

and adapt, time and again, in everyday practices.” It is an open-ended process in which various 
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objects work together towards a result. 

While trying to decide individually and socially which version of the refugee to attend to 

and which ones to disregard, or which ones are more important or appropriate in any given 

situation, the reality politics swiftly turns into ontological ethics (see Jonas, 1984; 1985). How this 

question is viewed very much affects which side of the boundary one ends up on. Is the refugee 

viewed as a minor or as an adult? Is s/he viewed as a refugee or as a terrorist? Is there something 

that we ought to strive to keep in existence? That is where Mol's (2002) politics of what becomes 

a way to move forward. It is the politics of what to do in any given situation. It assumes that the 

end goals of the organizing attempts are political in character. A politics of what explores the 

differences, not between practitioners and refugees, but between various enactments of a particular 

refugee (cf. Mol, 2002). We—as humans—have “the ability to recognize the good, the power both 

to protect and to destroy it, and the capacity to make it our business to protect it, and that is itself 

a good” (Hauskeller, 2015: 40, italics in original). If humanity is important to us, we ought to 

preserve it. 
“‘Act so that the effects of your action are compatible with the permanence of genuine human life’; 

or expressed negatively: ‘Act so that the effects of your action are not destructive of the future 

possibility of such life’; or simply: ‘Do not compromise the conditions for an indefinite continuation 

of humanity on earth’; or, again turned positive: ‘In your present choices, include the future 

wholeness of Man among the objects of your will’.” (Jonas, 1985: 11) 

 

Thanks to space distributions (e.g., Harmless vs. Harmful; Unaccompanied minors), “healthy” 

refugees are kept away from the “infected” ones, “adult” refugees are kept away from the 

“minors,” and “victims” are protected from their “perpetrators.” However, sometimes (e.g., 

Showable vs. Unshowable), space distribution can have negative effects as well: e.g., even though 

the refugees might be allowed to travel within certain parameters, they can still be stranded and 

not have proper access to society, and remain invisible. In the Mobile vs. Immobile story, thanks 

to time distribution, “mobile’” and “immobile” refugees occupy different time frames. In the first 

part of the story (i.e. Doors Open), humanity is upheld and “big losers” are avoided, while in the 

second part of the story (i.e. Doors Close), humanity is decried and the “immobile” ones become 

the “big losers”. In the Safe Haven for Both story, two different and incompatible realities—

“granted” and “rejected”—are brought together. In such cases, time aggregation helps to achieve 

hanging togetherness. Humanity is put forth because it is about providing someone with a place to 
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sleep, it is about having a warm meal. It is about keeping vulnerable human beings away from the 

risk of exploitation and falling into the hands of criminals. 

In the Prioritization story, I showed how addition with prioritization leads to order, while 

additional without prioritization leads to disorder. Imagine a scenario where communication and 

administration are prioritized at the expense of humanitarian 1 reality (i.e. people being saved 

from the cold and dangerous waters). While the Frontex officers are putting their efforts into 

identifying where everyone is from, some other refugees who need to be saved from the dangerous 

waters would be neglected because, instead of prioritizing “search and rescue,” the crew will be 

busy doing other (“low priority”) things. In such cases, those that have been saved first would be 

“big winners” while the ones that remain in the waters would be “big losers.” The mode of 

prioritization helps to see the links between the different realities and, thus, to prioritize those that 

need to be attended first or with a higher priority, i.e. prioritization helps avoiding “big winners” 

and “big losers.” 
“The world we live in is not one: there are a lot of ways to live. They come with different [realities] 

and different ways of grading the good. They are political in that the differences between them are 

of an irreducible kind. But they are not exclusive. And there is no we to stand outside or above them, 

able to master them or choose between them: we are implied. Action, like everything else, is enacted, 

too.” (Mol, 2002: 181) 
 

By recognizing refugees as a multiple object, instead of focusing on only one issue or one solution, 

there could be a different set of responses. This might open other possibilities to address emergent 

political problems. For that to happen, there is a need to think of refugees as all-encompassing 

stories (hunger, famine, wars, climate, economics, security, humanity, etc.) that touch all of these 

features of political life, not just one among many. This could contribute to bringing together the 

type of multilayered responses that are required in order to address such a complex, multilayered, 

and boundaryless issue. 

Although we know so much about refugees (Bommes and Morawska, 2005), there is a lack 

of cooperation between different academic fields. There are scholars who argue that there is a need 

for cooperation in refugee studies. De Haas (2014: 6) argues that the diversity and multifaceted 

nature of refugees makes it impossible to explain it by a single theory. In order to bridge 

disciplinary and paradigmatic divides, De Haas (2014) advocates for “conceptual eclecticism.” 

Instead of developing entirely new theories, he says, there is a need “to find concepts and analytical 
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tools that help us build upon and bridge existing theories” (De Haas, 2014: 11). Along the same 

lines, Ho et al. (2015: 14) argue that “[t]he migration questions examined across disciplines 

resonate with one another... [b]ut the units and levels of analyses differ.” Thus, there is a need to 

bring different sources of knowledge together. 

For this to happen, the university incentives, reward and promotion systems need to be 

reviewed because they reward us for focusing on a “tiny” aspect and becoming experts in a certain 

“field,” and then publishing numerous articles on that aspect. It is important, however, to bring 

diverse knowledge together and to be able to shift between realities (i.e. to allow our study object 

to become multiple) because, as I showed in this dissertation, organizing refugees is a “complex” 

and interconnected phenomenon. Bringing different knowledge together could be achieved 

through having interdisciplinary approaches to study refugees (Bommes and Morawska, 2005). 

And, there are certain disciplines that try to cooperate. However, it can also be achieved by viewing 

and enacting refugees as a multiple reality. 

I hope the analytical tools I used in this study are a step in that direction. If practitioners 

that engage with refugees, policy makers, and those—who belong to various faculties—

researching refugees understand what happens with a refugee going through all these spaces and 

times, things might be different. Refugees can be organized differently. In order to avoid “big 

losers,” they can be coordinated, distributed, aggregated, and included. However, in order to 

achieve these goals, practices and their practicalities need to be unveiled, so that viewing them as 

multiple realities becomes possible. My dissertation is not about settling things; rather it is about 

opening new avenues for further research. My approach avoids looking at refugees from 

predetermined perspectives and opens the door to multi-sided dialogues. Seeing and understanding 

refugees in a different way could enable fostering a different understanding of refugees, encourage 

dialogues about additional issues and give rise to further research that results in other possibilities. 
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Imagine A Different Future 

 

Imagine a world without poverty 

Imagine a world without hunger 

Imagine a world with no wars 

Imagine a world where all live in peace 

 

Imagine there are no borders 

Imagine that all can travel freely 

Imagine a beautiful “chaos” 

A “chaos” that is order 

 

Do not try to solve a “chaos” 

Before you have studied it 

Do not draw a solution 

Before you have understood the problem 

 

I know it seems hard, and it is 

No one says it is easy 

But it is worth the effort 

It depends on us all 

 

To this purpose 

The inclusions of voices should exceed the exclusions  

Many are trying to solve the great challenges of our time 

But they are working—willingly or unwillingly—in silos 

 

It’s time to collaborate because we face some of the same issues 

It’s time to understand things differently 

It’s time to do things differently 

It’s time to imagine a different future! 
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Svensk sammanfattning 

Utifrån etnografiskt fältarbete genomfört i Sverige, Finland, Grekland och Bulgarien under 2015–

2019, undersöker denna studie en av de största utmaningarna i vår tid – flyktingströmmar. 

Flyktingströmmar är inte bara något kaosartat utan också något som organiseras. Fenomenet 

benämns i denna studie som organisering av flyktingar, ett aktör-nätverk bestående av människor 

och icke-människor. Organisering är ett verb och ger för handen att någonting hela tiden skapas. I 

denna studie är det alltså flyktingar som skapas – ett samspel mellan flyktingen själv och andra 

människor samt icke-mänskliga aktörer. 

Den sedvanliga organisatoriska forskningen tar vissa metoder/tillvägagångssätt som givna 

när världen undersöks vilket får till följd att världen hålls konstant. Med utgångspunkt i aktör-

nätverksteorin, särskilt Mols (1999; 2002) version, försöker jag förstå världen annorlunda, som 

multipel snarare än som plural. Det är en dramatisk förändring. När sedvanlig organisationsteori 

ändrar epistemologiska förutsättningar men håller världen kvar i plural, så utmanas här ontologin, 

dvs vår uppfattning av världen. När någonting skapas och omskapas så ger det upphov till olika 

ontologiska världen – det handlar inte bara om olika perspektiv. Organisering av flyktingar 

innehåller alltså olika, multipla, världar – och de samspelar fast samvaron innehåller alltid mer 

eller mindre friktion, eller spänningar. Det är denna friktion som denna avhandling fokuserar på 

och det är här som Mols version av aktör-nätverksteorin är speciellt användbar för att förstå 

organiseringen av flyktingar. I analysen visas också på hur en förståelse av världen som multipel 

skapar nya etiska och politiska möjligheter – vad vi bör göra och vad vi har för möjligheter att 

agera annorlunda. 
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