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Preface

This edited volume’s point of departure was the research project ‘On the
materiality of (forced) migration’ (MatMig). Funded by the German
Federal Ministry of Education and Research,! the project is a collaboration
between the Institute for Social and Cultural Anthropology at the
University of Gottingen, the exhibition agency Die Exponauten (Berlin),
and Museum Friedland.

This volume grew out of contributions presented at two conferences:
the online conference ‘Materializing the Transient: Ethnographies and
museums in the study of (forced) migration’, which was organised by the
editors and hosted by the MatMig research project? in May 2020, and a
panel entitled ‘The materiality of migration: From “bare necessities” to
“promising things”’, which was organised by Antonie Fuhse and Andrea
Lauser (University of Gottingen) and Sarah Mallet (Pitt Rivers Museum,
University of Oxford), and was part of the 16th conference of the
European Association of Social Anthropologists (EASA), held online in
July 2020. Early versions of the chapters in this volume were presented at
one or the other of these two conferences. We would like to extend our
sincere thanks to all those who participated in the conferences, including
those whose contributions are not included in this volume, for taking part
in the stimulating and constructive discussions.

We are grateful to the anonymous reviewers for their careful reading
of the manuscript and their suggestions for improvements. And we would
like to thank our student assistants — Miriam Kuhnke and Hannah Mohr
— for their invaluable assistance in preparing this book.

Notes

1 Federal Ministry of Education and Research (Bundesministerium fiir Bildung und Forschung,
BMBF); funding line: ‘Language of objects’ (‘Sprache der Objekte’); project term: summer
2018-winter 2022.

2 https://materialitaet-migration.de/en/conference/ (accessed 10 August 2021).
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Introduction
From ‘bare life’ to ‘moving things’: on
the materiality of (forced) migration

Andrea Lauser, Antonie Fuhse, Peter J. Brdunlein
and Friedemann Yi-Neumann

This introduction aims to show how a material culture approach can add
valuable insights to the field of migration research. To do so, the central
findings of the material turn in the social sciences are summarised and
linked to migration research. The contributions in this volume provide an
in-depth understanding of multiple, and sometimes conflicting,
conceptions and engagements with things beyond their cultural or
political fixations and problematic association with certain individuals or
groups. Grasping things beyond their ‘meaning’ in a merely symbolic
sense is a vital aim of the book. This approach makes it possible to
consider the remarkable ability of things to stir both positive and negative
affects and emotions, and to facilitate belonging, relatedness and place-
making. Drawing on these conceptions, the volume offers methodological
innovations as well as critical reflections on contemporary object-oriented
approaches in migration research.

Contemporary social life under the conditions of global capitalism
is fundamentally determined by things. This human-thing relationship
seems quasi-natural. Things are, of course, essential in carrying out
necessary functions in everyday life: to communicate, to provide
protection against heat and cold, to prepare food, to maintain one’s
health. Some things carry promises: emotional closeness, the promotion
of self-expression, the acquisition of prestige. Bureaucratic things — a
piece of paper, a passport — decide one’s fate. Things can trigger desire,
despair, joy and a whole range of other emotions. Things may be
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functional, may have a personal value, may be charged with emotion,
may be political, and they can, very often, be transformed into something
else entirely. But one’s relationship to things, so often taken for granted,
is challenged by the conditions of flight and migration. Firstly, people on
the move need to develop new ways of living — a process that requires
fundamental renegotiations of ties to people and material objects.
Secondly, one’s quasi-natural relationship to things is challenged when an
entitlement to them is contested. When from September 2015 increasing
numbers of refugees came to Germany, calls for donations of clothes
attracted a broad response. However, with the donations, debates started
about the appropriateness of certain things being in the hands of refugees
(Pellander and Kotilainen 2017), and these debates touched upon
fundamental issues of power and boundary-drawing between refugees,
migrants and citizens of a nation state (see, for example, Spencer and
Triandafyllidou 2020; Gaibazzi et al. 2017; Holmes and Castafieda 2016).
In other words: Who is entitled to an iPhone 7 or a pair of Nike trainers?
Whose life is bare enough to receive help? What things are really
necessary? Under the ‘normal’ circumstances of life, such questions are
rarely asked, but they do refer to our fundamental relationship to things.

The chapters in this volume are based on qualitative and
ethnographic research in a range of geographical areas and migratory
contexts. The specific circumstances inform the chapters’ focus on various
materialities and people’s active engagement with things. The chapters
show how local political and material infrastructures shape materiality
and how, in turn, people engage with things, (re)appropriate them, adapt
and thus shape their social and material environment.

Despite the various regional foci, all of these case studies have been
conducted at a time when migration has moved to the centre of global
public, political and scholarly attention. The war in Syria and the
following mass out-migration, the clandestine border crossings at the
Mexico-USA border and the push-back of people at borders all over the
world have again sparked debates about the distinction of people into
refugees and migrants, the former understood as forced to leave their
home countries, the latter assumed to have left voluntarily (Hamilakis
2016, 122). The use of the term ‘(forced) migration’ in the title and
introduction to this volume was part of a conscious decision to include
chapters that focus on different forms of human movement, from the
study of forced migration and displacement to the analysis of retirement
migration. The chapters are tied together by a focus on materiality that is
influenced by the specifics of the migration context. Nevertheless, we
want to point out that migration, however defined and categorised, is not
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the exclusive explanatory factor for people’s experiences and material
practices (Bakewell 2008) and that the basic findings in this volume are
relevant to the study of human mobility in general.

Our aim is to combine migration research with suggestions from the
material turn, a term which covers a rather broad spectrum of theory. We
dedicate a major part of this introduction to the material turn, looking in
particular at the concept of ‘object agency’ and exploring concepts from
material culture studies that may be relevant to migration research.

In the process of thinking migration consistently through things, we
— and the other authors of this volume - also became aware of the
centrality of temporality, spatiality and emotion. As these factors form a
kind of common thread that runs through the volume, we pay analytical
attention to them in the introduction to each part. This also applies to
another challenge: methodology in a material approach to migration.

Before presenting the theoretical and conceptual framework of this
volume, we turn to a story documented by two members of our research
team, Samah Al Jundi-Pfaff and Katharina Brunner. The story nicely
illustrates the goals we are pursuing here, and our understanding of the
multiple ways in which things matter and transform.

The piece of cloth

0.1 The piece of cloth which Wael donated to Museum Friedland.
© Samah Al Jundi-Pfaff, 2019.
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In the beginning, the piece of cloth depicted in Figure 0.1 was a
whole blanket. It was 2012, two weeks after the Syrian revolution
had broken out, and Wael was living with his grandmother in Homs,
while his family had been displaced to an area near Banias. As he
was in danger of being ‘captured’ by the police and forced to serve
in the military, Wael’s grandmother gave him a few things to have
ready, just in case: a pillow, a jar of makdous (stuffed, cured
aubergines) and the blanket. The situation was changing constantly,
and Wael was forced to move to his parents’ in Banias. He took the
blanket with him.

In Banias, he used the blanket as an extra bedcover, especially
at night-time. But his situation didn’t improve there: he would not
be able to postpone military service. In August, shortly after
Ramadan, he fled Banias. This time he went to Lebanon, where his
uncle lived. For the journey, his mother prepared a bag of clothes,
including warm pullovers, some food and the blanket. As a reminder
of his grandmother, the blanket was of great importance to him. At
his uncle’s place, he was offered a mattress to sleep on, but only one
blanket to cover him during the night. So Wael used the blanket
from his grandmother to cover the mattress he slept on: it had found
its next use, as a bedsheet.

After two months at his uncle’s place, Wael moved with a
cousin from Tripoli to Qubeh in Lebanon. At that time, the two
couldn’t find a room or place to rent, so they decided to sleep in a
shop which had no electricity and nothing to cover the window.
Here the blanket became a curtain.

In May 2013, Wael moved to Turkey to join a friend. At the
time, his friend was living in a shop with 20 other people. There
Wael used the blanket to cover not the mattress but the ground,
where it provided protection from the cold, dirty floor. While in
Turkey, Wael moved to five different shops and the blanket was used
variously as a curtain, a carpet and, at times, a blanket.

There was a turning point after he moved to Istanbul. After all
the stations the blanket had been through, it had become extremely
dirty, a hole had grown bigger and bigger, and it was becoming
increasingly difficult to clean. So Wael made a bold decision: he
decided to cut one of the blanket’s corners off —and to take only that
with him. How did Wael feel when he cut it off? Was he not sad to
take only a small piece of the blanket with him, after all those times
it had been so helpful? Wael explained his thinking: ‘I'm going to
keep moving and moving and moving. And it is so dirty. It is so
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difficult to have it in my bag, so the only way will be to just preserve
a piece of it, as a souvenir of my grandma.” He left the rest of the
blanket with his friends in Turkey, so at least they would be able to
benefit from its numerous possible uses. Having arrived in Friedland,
Wael decided to donate the piece of the blanket to the Friedland
Museum. But he said he did not feel sad to leave it there; rather, he
understood it as a way of expressing his appreciation to his
grandmother and her contribution to his journey to Germany.
How is the rest of the blanket being used by Wael’s friends
today? Although we can only guess at its possible uses, we can be
sure that there is not one single answer to that question, but rather
a multitude of them.
(Adapted from Al Jundi-Pfaff and Brunner 2020)

Wael’s story shows the possible transformations an object can go through,
from a blanket to a curtain to a carpet and, finally, to a keepsake (see also
Stockhammer 2017). As the blanket changed its functions and form, and
as a constant reminder of his grandmother, it offered Wael a certain
continuity. The blanket provided a connection to the people he left behind
and to those he met along the way; a part of his place-making activities
along the way, it is now an object in storage in a migration museum. This
story illustrates the complexity of even the most common and nondescript
materiality, and provides the point of departure for the theoretically
charged discussions that follow.

From ‘bare life’ to moving things

Expressions such as ‘bare survival’ are common in politicians’ speeches
and media when it comes to refugees. In academia, too, ‘bare life’ and
‘bare existence’ are common terms. A similar separation resonates in legal
thinking: the obligation to protect life extends only to life itself — ‘bare life’
— and not to material possessions. The principle of ‘naked’ or ‘bare’ life is
from legal philosophy, but it goes far beyond jurisprudence; it informs
common-sense thinking and thus how to regard those who manage to
survive, to save their ‘bare lives’. However, if one takes this phrase literally,
contradictions and confusions become apparent, revealing the necessary
connection(s) between ‘naked life’ and material things. In media images,
we do not see naked people in refugee camps and on the high seas: we see
people with clothing, toddlers with soft toys, young men with backpacks
and broken shoes. Wael’s story is not one of ‘no things’ but actually shows
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how a mundane thing can take shape and transform in various ways, and
through these changes, its relevance changes too. In short, talking about
‘bare life’ as a legal asset only captures part of the precarious existence all
too often linked with migration and flight.

When we talk about ‘life in a state of exception’ and ‘bare life’, the
reference to Giorgio Agamben’s homo sacer project becomes obvious,
even inevitable (Agamben 1998). Agamben is a much-cited and much-
criticised author whose ideas are nevertheless stimulating, and were an
important starting point for our project, and for several chapters in this
volume.

In the ancient legal form of the homo sacer, the holy man, Agamben
discovers a marginal figure who is simultaneously outside and inside the
legal system: ‘The sacred man is the one whom the people have judged on
account of a crime. It is not permitted to sacrifice this man, yet he who
kills him will not be condemned for homicide’ (Agamben 1998, 71).! For
Agamben, the function of homo sacer is highly relevant to modernity, as
he shows through the example of the Nazi concentration camps. A person
who stands outside both secular and sacral law is therefore subject to a
twofold exception, which can be understood as an act of inclusive
exclusion. This ‘holy’ life, which Agamben uses synonymously with
‘naked’ or ‘bare’ life — the only life that a refugee is entitled to in common-
sense Western thinking — is a life in a permanent state of exception, a
concept introduced by the German philosopher Carl Schmitt in the 1920s.
Agamben, referring to the Nazi concentration camps, claims that the
essence of the camp is the materialisation of the state of exception.

Agamben seeks to demonstrate a structural connection between
legalisation and disenfranchisement, arguing that communities are
biopolitically constituted precisely through the process of ‘inclusive
exclusion’. Adam Ramadan (2013) has provided a substantial critique of
Agamben’s paradigm of camps as ‘spaces of exception’ and a producer of
bare life (see also Turner 2015). He argues that Agamben’s model is
limited, as it cannot explain the specific social, political, material and
regional landscapes in which camps emerge. Through a series of
examples, Ramadan illustrates the fact that camps can be fundamentally
different in form and character. In his contribution to this volume, Simon
Turner notes that the issue is not the agency—non-agency dichotomy in
which the academic debate concerning camps is often framed, but rather
‘it is the exceptional character of the camp that at once depoliticises and
hyper-politicises the space of the camp’. Other scholars have criticised
Agamben’s concept for its inability to explain everyday camp life (Cooper-
Knock 2017), for its Eurocentricity, and for its failure to address local
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perspectives on power and sovereignty (Owens 2009; Svirsky and Bignall
2012; Blunt 2013).

Although Agamben’s central claims are heavily debated, his concept
of the camp remains productive insofar as it calls for corrections and
challenges academics to reflect on the materiality of life events such as
flight and migration. In other words, Agamben forces scholars to take a
stand. The reduction of the migrant subject to a being deprived of all
agency, the assertion that camps are places of a permanent state of
exception, and the assumption of migrant exceptionalism — including the
significant role that migrants play in urban development and in diverse
societies (Vertovec 2007; Caglar and Glick Schiller 2018) — have all been
challenged in various ways. Above all, however, the Agamben paradigm
calls for empirical research that comes close to the reality of migrating
people’s lives.

The ‘material turn’: moving things in perspective

A fundamental ambition of anthropology is to empower the perspective
of actors. Conventionally, it is people who produce meaning, and
ethnographic research has therefore focused on human actors. But the
‘material turn’ shifts this focus: things are no longer (just) products of
culture, but co-producers of culture and society.

Since this focus on materiality began to emerge in the social and
cultural sciences in the 1980s, diverse research on the perspectives and
agency of objects — that is, letting the objects speak — has been carried out.
The ‘material turn’, as it became known, began with a critique of dualistic
figures of thought, in particular the mind-matter, subject-object duality.
The anthropologist Daniel Miller, who has provided significant impetus to
the material turn, suggests expanding the traditional study of objects,
which focused on the production, function and symbolic value of objects,
in the direction of the subject—object relationship emerging in modern mass
culture (Miller 2008). Miller criticises structuralism, Marxism, semiotics
and symbolic anthropology for failing to take the three-dimensionality and
palpability of things seriously. These heuristic lenses render artefacts little
more than representations of immaterial quantities such as society, social
relations and identity, and as a result, the material world is interpreted as
nothing but signs, symbols and ideas (Hicks 2010, 53). In his research on
clothing, housing, and mobile phone and internet use, Miller pursues the
thesis that people only become cultural subjects through the appropriation
of things (Miller 2008, 287). In his work, the Hegelian notion of
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self-creation is an important guiding principle: through active handling of
the world of things, people internalise and incorporate culture, that is,
social structures, ideas, norms, values and patterns of action. The premise
of Miller’s book Stuff, in which he elaborates his concept of material culture
studies, is that things make people as much as people make things (Miller
2009). Over the past two decades, interest in material culture has grown
substantially in the social sciences, as has the willingness to adopt a
fundamentally different analytical perspective which Henare, Holbraad
and Wastell (2006) call ‘thinking through things’. Indeed, ‘thinking through
things’ has led to a shift in the direction of research and theoretical work,
with researchers now trying to understand how things matter and what
they are in a certain context.

With the material turn, one classic anthropological and sociological
text, in particular, demands rereading: Marcel Mauss’s The Gift
([1923/1924] 2002). For Mauss, every gift demands a counter-gift: the gift
and the person are intermingled. This almost universal rule of reciprocity
between taker and giver is triggered by things, which thus become social
actors. This insight has a tangible meaning when we look, for example, at
the practice of sending transnational parcels, an important social element
in the context of migration (cf. Mata-Codesal and Abranches 2018).

One of the most important figures in the material turn was Arjun
Appadurai with his anthology The Social Life of Things (1986). In it,
Appadurai reflects on the origin of value attribution to things and goods
and asks: why do we desire certain things? For Appadurai, people assign
value to things through the processes of exchange and consumption.
Bronislaw Malinowski (1922), in his study of the Trobriand Kula ring —
the classic anthropological example of ascribing value to, desiring and
exchanging things — was primarily interested in the people-to-people
relationships behind the exchange process. But Appadurai changes the
perspective. For him, people enter into a relationship with things, and in
so doing they, in a sense, awaken the identity of an object. While
consumption is the expression of one’s relationship to the world, that is
not the whole story:

Even if our own approach to things is conditioned necessarily by the
view that things have no meanings apart from those that human
transactions, attributions, and motivations endow them with, the
anthropological problem is that this formal truth does not illuminate
the concrete, historical circulation of things. For that we have to
follow the things themselves.

(Appadurai 1986, 5)
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As they did in pre-modern societies, things in the sociocultural context of
modern globalised societies have a social life. With this thesis, Appadurai
directs his attention to both the material and symbolic sides of exchange
relationships between people, while at the same time tracing the
movement of things through social, political and economic spheres.

An object-centred approach also poses a methodological challenge.
Appadurai explains that one cannot do without a certain degree of
‘methodological fetishism’, which means ‘returning our attention to the
things themselves’, because on the one hand we humans attribute certain
properties and abilities to things, and on the other hand we concede a
certain independence to ‘things in motion’. This ‘methodological fetishism’
is a necessary corrective ‘to the tendency to excessively sociologize
transactions in things, a tendency we owe to Mauss’ (Appadurai 1986, 5).

In ‘The cultural biography of things: Commoditization as process’
— a chapter in The Social Life of Things — Igor Kopytoff (1986) sees an
analogy between person and thing: each has a biography, and each
biography is individual, unique. Through the study of these biographies,
Kopytoff argues, not only the processes of reification or the commodity
character of an object, but also its shift between economic and cultural
spheres in a society, can be better understood.

Kopytoff’s focus on object biographies opens up, among other
things, the possibility not only of examining things in their historical
becoming, but also of looking at them as historical memories. A
differentiation between ‘object biographies’ and ‘biographical objects’ has
been a productive approach in a number of studies (see for example
Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981). Through ‘biographical
objects’ — objects intimately connected to a person’s life — scholars can
learn a lot about a person’s story. Indeed, Janet Hoskins’s Biographical
Objects (1998) demonstrates how productive this perspective can be. This
approach in turn connects to Marilyn Strathern’s insight that the
becoming of people and the becoming of things take place
interdependently: material and social spheres are intertwined in her
concept of ‘distributed personhood’. Certain personal belongings — such
as photos, cuddly toys or jewellery — are often significant parts of people’s
biographies (Strathern 1988; see Friedemann Yi-Neumann in this
volume). The blurred line between human and object biography is
discussed further in Part II of this volume, which focuses on methods.

In material culture research, especially as it is applied in the
disciplines of archaeology and history, objects are used to access
individual and also collective histories. Auslander and Zahra (2018)
analyse material culture in the context of war, forced migration and the
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colonial era, exploring how rescued, looted, misappropriated, abandoned,
found and recovered things live on in the aftermath of mass violence (see
also Hicks 2020; Dziuban and Stanczyk 2020).

Things and agency

The realisation that the material world is inextricably intertwined with the
social world of an individual or a collective may, at least initially, appear
trivial. However, the epistemic potential and methodological consequences
of this awareness have only begun to be fully developed with the material
turn. Here, the long-established subject-object dichotomy is being
increasingly called into question; and, inspired especially by Alfred Gell’s
Art and Agency (1998), talk of the ‘objects as social agents’ has become
increasingly common. Gell is interested in neither the symbolic nor the
aesthetic, but rather in art as a system of social action. Using the Malanggan
carvings of New Ireland (Melanesia) as an example, Gell shows how the
wooden figures become ‘a kind of body which accumulates, like a charged
battery, the potential energy of the deceased’ (Gell 1998, 225). For Gell, a
thing unfolds efficacy as a kind of channel for the craftsman’s actions and
intentions: the living thing thus becomes alive only in relation to its maker
and those who look at and use it.

Other scholars take a more radical approach to the concept of object
agency. Bruno Latour’s actor-network theory should be mentioned here
(Latour 2005). Latour asks: who or what kills — the person or the gun? But
for Latour, the either/or perspective of the question misframes the action:
the act of killing takes place not simply through the person or through the
gun, but through the person—gun actor, consisting of the two actants
(Latour 1999, 176-7).? Through the example, Latour is seeking to open our
eyes to how human existence is interwoven with things at every turn.
Things not only provide new possibilities of perception and knowledge, of
surveillance and control, but also open up and restrict possibilities for
action. Things interact with people — they too can be given subject status.
For actor-network theorists, ‘subject’ here is to be equated not with being
human, but with the pragmatic competence of ‘originating courses of
action, defining contexts as contexts of some kind, creating meanings and
delineating available ways of life. Inasmuch as objects have this competence,
they may be considered as intentional subjects’ (Caronia and Mortari 2015,
403). Through this perspective, the apparently self-evident separation
between the subject and the object disappears. This insight is consistent
with numerous examples from anthropological research, as Hoskins points
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out: ‘In certain contexts, persons can seem to take on the attributes of
things and things can seem to act almost as persons’ (Hoskins 2006, 74).

In this vein, Latour (2005) argues that the category of the social
should not only be applied to interpersonal relations and the society of
humans, but also be extended to relations between humans and things,
and between things and other things. One approach should be to
investigate the human-non-human networks which come together and
act as a whole.

In the context of the ontological turn, object-centred theorising is
being pushed further, not least with the aim of destabilising the prevailing
anthropocentric view of the world. Levi Bryant’s ‘onticology’, for example,
inspired by systems theory and cybernetics, assumes that being consists
entirely of objects, properties and relations. Onticology speaks of a
Democracy of Objects (Bryant 2011), in which objects of all kinds and at
different scales exist equally without being reducible to other objects.
People are, according to Bryant, ‘objects among the various types of
objects that exist or populate the world, each with their own specific
powers and capacities’ (Bryant 2011, 20, emphasis in original).

Theorists who see themselves as new materialists recognise things
as having a life of their own in the material world, beyond human sociality
and language. They argue that matter is immanently active, productive,
and formative’ (Shaviro 2015, 32.). As Karen Barad states, ‘Matter feels,
converses, suffers, desires, yearns and remembers’ (quoted in Dolphijn
and van der Tuin 2012, 48). In her work Vibrant Matter, Jane Bennett
insists that things are not passive, but wield a generative power ‘as quasi
agents of forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own’
(2010, viii). She appreciates the generative powers and agential capacities
within both organic and inorganic matter, and aspires ‘to articulate a
vibrant materiality that runs alongside and inside humans to see how
analyses of political events might change if we gave the force of things
more due’ (Bennett 2010, viii.). From such a perspective, things are not
merely metaphorically or symbolically alive, they are factually alive. This
new vitalism or neo-animism can be considered a general feature of the
new materialists’ ontology (Braunlein 2019). Looking at new materialisms
confronts us with radical forms of object-oriented, non-anthropocentric
thinking. These approaches explicitly contradict social constructivist
theories which claim that things only become things when people interact
with them. Philosophical concepts that are emerging in the context of the
ontological turn are the subject of lively debate. It is about attempts to
project new world views and about the deconstruction of old ones. For
anthropologists, the urgent question is how theoretical concepts can be
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implemented empirically. Or, conversely, how empirical, thing-centred
research stimulates work on theory. Scholars of the new materialism call
on scholars to always think in new relations, and it is this call which forms
the conceptual basis of our approach in this volume: ‘materialising’
migration research.

In this section, we have identified the key concepts in the material
turn for our key purpose: to explore (forced) migration by the use of
material culture approaches. It should have become clear that the things
surrounding us are not simply factors that should be taken into account
additionally but that sociocultural relations, world views, feelings and
aspirations are materially constituted in a fundamental way. In this
context, we argue that an object-oriented approach has great potential in
migration research. Such a lens is not exhausted by the study of material
culture, but invites us to take radically different perspectives, opening up
new ways to think in, about and through objects, and to look at the new
relationships these perspectives open up.

Material culture in migration research

In migration research, a focus on the connection between the material
world, human sensory perception and memory, and the social life of
things and humans, has only gradually begun to emerge.

A notable precursor in this regard is the anthology The Suitcase:
Refugee voices from Bosnia and Croatia (Mertus et al. 1997). Here, it is not
theoretical or conceptual ambitions that guide the authors, but the
possibility of making the voices of refugee women audible — hauntingly
and poignantly — through narratives about the things they carried in their
suitcases. Since the 1990s, suitcases have become ubiquitous objects in
museum representations of migration around the globe (Baur 2009).

Pnina Werbner, who looks at the concept of diaspora and the related
identity discourses in the arts and literature, is another forerunner in this
area. In Werbner’s work, commonly shared ‘cultural preoccupations’
come into view, such as ‘tastes, cuisines, musics, sport, poetry, fashion
and film’ (Werbner 2005, 479). Another example is Ruba Salih (2003),
who wrote an ethnography on Moroccan women in Italy and their home-
making practices. Salih’s conceptual focus, however, is on gender and
transnationalism rather than material culture. Likewise, Katie Walsh’s
study of British expatriates in Dubai is concerned with home-making
through a material culture lens. In focusing on a painting, a plastic bowl
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and a DVD, Walsh shows how fluid and multiple the concept of ‘home as
process’ can be among expatriates (Walsh 2006).

In contrast to the aforementioned studies, Paul Basu and Simon
Coleman have a decidedly conceptual focus, elaborated in ‘Migrant
worlds, material cultures’, their introduction to a special issue of the
journal Mobilities (Basu and Coleman 2008). Here, Basu and Coleman
attempt to bring together material culture studies and migration studies.
This suggestion is taken up by Kathy Burrell (2008a, 2008b), who writes
about the movement and materiality of Polish migrants in the UK, looking
at four key intersections: passports, car and coach journeys, suitcases,
and laptops in airport lounges.

Ozlem Savas (2014) makes a vital contribution to the interconnected
research fields of migration research and materiality by examining the
repertoire and relevance of objects, home interiors and everyday
aesthetics among Turkish migrants in Vienna. An anthropologist, Savas
portrays the emergence of a specific Turkish-Viennese ‘taste diaspora’
through a profound and systematic empirical analysis of transcultural
entanglements and distinctions of materiality in migration.

Empirical studies looking at bureaucracies have also proved
stimulating for thing-oriented migration research. Documents - visas and
passports in particular — have not only a material but also a symbolic,
affective and embodied relation to migrant existences (Mathur 2017).
Matthew Hull (2012) focuses on the agency of such documents by
studying urban governance in Pakistan as a material practice; Anna
Tuckett (2018) examines the impact of bureaucratic paperwork on the
precarious status of migrants in Italy; and a number of other studies look
at the material culture of bureaucracy and its affective dimensions and
socialities (e.g., Navaro-Yashin 2007, 2012; Yaron 2009; Cabot 2012;
Laszczkowski and Reeves 2017; Borrelli and Andreetta 2019).

A programmatic approach aiming to broaden the perspective of
migration research is pursued by Maja Povrzanovi¢ Frykman (2016a,
2016b). She proposes ‘that research on migrants should not prioritise
ideas and discourses of identity and belonging; rather, it should pay equal
attention to the practices and lived experiences involving objects that
migrants carry, send, receive and use across borders’ (Povrzanovi¢
Frykman 2016a, 43). Here, Povrzanovi¢ Frykman brings Bourdieu’s
(1977) double-faced concept of habitus and hexis into focus. She refers
to Ghassan Hage (2013), who interprets hexis as a kind of fusion ‘between
“having” (possessing an object) and “being” (capable of an activity that
lends the sense of normalcy)’, and emphasises how helpful this
conceptualisation is in theorising material culture (Povrzanovic¢ Frykman
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2016a, 48). For Povrzanovi¢ Frykman, the materiality of habitus is
reflected in elementary activities such as preparing tea, coffee or meals.
Fractures of habitus reflect existential changes due to migration
conditions, and such fractures of habitus become visible when practices
are examined. Povrzanovi¢ Frykman offers three theoretical impulses for
an ethnographic, material approach to migration research: ‘the presence
of objects in another location, the continuity of practices perceived as
normal, and the practice-based feeling of emplacement’ (Povrzanovi¢
Frykman 2016a, 53).

In focusing on emotional dynamics, Maruska Svasek offers another
important conceptual approach. She employs the terms ‘transit’,
‘transition’ and ‘transformation’ (2007, 2010, 2012a, 2012b) to grasp the
different processes of object and subject mobility, namely the movement
of people and things through time and space, the transit-related changes
in the meaning, value and emotional efficacy of objects and images, and
the transit-related changes of subjects (2012b, 5).

The archaeologist Philipp W. Stockhammer also looks at the
processes of how things are transformed and changed: ‘First, based on the
continuously changing perception of the objects; second, the change of
objects through time without human interference; third, the
transformations of objects due to human practices’ (Stockhammer 2017,
318). By focusing on diverging and contested perspectives, on material
practices, and on changes, this perspective allows for a dynamic and
transformative understanding of different dimensions of material culture
that goes beyond symbolic fixations of ‘the other’.

One researcher who has made an outstanding contribution to the
dialogue between material culture studies and migration studies is
Sandra H. Dudley. Her monograph Materialising Exile: Material culture
and embodied experience among Karenni refugees in Thailand (2010) is
based on an intensive ethnographic field study of refugees in a camp on
the Thai border. Dudley’s work is ground-breaking in its analytical
connection between displacement and materiality, the effects and
meaning of exilic objects, and the corporeality and emotionality of
refugees. Using her engagement with displaced objects in museums,
Dudley has developed a displacement anthropology which she outlines in
Displaced Things in Museums and Beyond (2021). Here, Dudley aims to
put the perspective of people in exile in parallel with the perspective of
exilic objects themselves. Objects which have been dislocated or exiled
and found their way into a museum become methodological respondents,
and through this process agency, distinction and dignity become
recognisable in people and things. In her work, insights into the
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relationships between humans and things are also gained through a
combination of analytical perspectives: ritual studies, museum
anthropology and material culture studies.

A number of works from the field of contemporary archaeology,
especially those strongly influenced by material cultural studies, also offer
significant theoretical and methodological approaches for looking at (forced)
migration as material migration (e.g., Rathje and Murphy 2001; Gonzalez-
Ruibal 2019). These works are concerned with legacies and traces from the
recent past. Archaeology has always been concerned with remnants and has
developed its expertise in analysis, documentation and reconstruction of
what remains. This expertise is now being applied to the field of contemporary
forced migration. On escape routes and in camps, anthropological
archaeologists recover objects such as bottles, food containers, clothing and
shoes. These objects allow for the forensic reconstruction of survival and
escape conditions, making existential states of emergency visible that are
otherwise neglected and hidden from public view (see De Leon 2013, 2015;
Squire 2014; Soto 2016; Hamilakis 2018; Blake and Schon 2019; Hicks and
Mallet 2019; Tsoni 2020, and the contributions by Sarah Mallet and Louise
Fowler and by Ayse Sanli in this volume).

Materialising migration studies: challenges and aspirations

In researching migration through material culture, these researchers are
shifting the focus from ‘identity-talk’ to ‘object-talk’ in order to better
understand the complexity of migrants’ lives (Povrzanovi¢ Frykman 2016a,
54). As these studies show, taking materiality seriously opens up new
methodological and analytical approaches and enables new perspectives in
migration research. Studying camp and border infrastructures or the rule
of paper in the bureaucratic system of border regimes, for example, allows
us to rethink the governance of migration and attempts to control people’s
mobilities (Jansen 2013). Furthermore, using materiality as a lens allows
us to focus on people’s everyday practices and experiences, and on their
relationships to humans, things and places. Thus, these approaches help
reveal the processes and transformations of people and things, and their
interrelationships. Studying moving objects shifts migrants’ everyday
transnational lives, their ‘palpable connections’ (Povrzanovi¢ Frykman and
Humbracht 2013), and their senses, emotions and affects to the centre of
scholarly attention.

The multiplicity of perspectives and approaches to the materiality of
migration is also evident in this volume. This diversity is a reflection not
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only of the diversity of materiality itself, but also of external factors,
including the disciplinary backgrounds of the researchers — anthropology,
archaeology, sociology, curatorial studies — and the contexts of research.
Although these diverse approaches and perspectives posed several
challenges to the preparation of this volume, we see them as contributing
to a more nuanced, in-depth understanding of multiple, and sometimes
conflicting, conceptions and engagements of things in (forced) migration
and beyond. In this volume, we aim not only to introduce the reader to
multiple possibilities of applying materiality as a lens in migration research,
and to the insights which the different approaches open up, but also to
advance the general understanding of materiality and migration in the
social sciences and humanities. Moreover, it is our ambition to consider
how things matter beyond their ‘meaning’ in a merely symbolic sense.

The volume is in four parts, each offering a particular perspective on
the materiality of migration: temporality, methods, emotions and
relatedness, and place-making. Its thematic emphases are necessarily a
selection; there are other topics that deserve to be explored in depth
through an object-oriented perspective on migration, such as gender, age,
religion, social class, and border and migration regimes. As the four parts
draw on specific concepts and debates in different but interconnected
strands of migration research, each will start with a short introduction,
carving out the potentialities of adding materiality as a perspective, and
outlining the related chapters in more detail. Here we give a brief
overview of the book’s structure.

Part I, ‘Transient foundations: on materiality and temporality’,
differs slightly from the others in approach and structure. The two
contributions in this part take a more conceptually informed starting
point and introduce the reader to the concepts of ‘temporal partitioning’
(Ramsay) and ‘carceral junctions’ (Turner). Temporality is a decisive
aspect of the relationship between materiality and (forced) migration,
and it emerges as a recurring theme in each chapter in this volume. Thus,
in including references to all chapters in the volume, this introduction
provides insights into the interconnection between materiality and
temporality from different perspectives.

Part II, ‘Materialising methods: applying things in (forced)
migration research’, centres on methods and ethical challenges in
material (forced) migration research. The contributions focus on
archaeological approaches (Mallet and Fowler), the possibilities and
constraints of using things in anthropological fieldwork (Hopfner,
Yi-Neumann), and on objects in exhibitions on migration (Sanli).
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Part III, ‘Moving things: objects, emotions and relatedness in (forced)
migration’, takes as its point of departure the double meaning of ‘moving
things’: firstly as objects moving through space and time, and secondly as
objects arousing emotions and affects. These chapters show how materiality
enables the construction and continuation of relationships across space and
time (Svasek, Savas), how things transform into social relationships
(Verdasco), and how things reflect not only uncertainty but also an
enduring sense of belonging and hope for the future (Suerbaum, Suhr).

Part IV, ‘Taking and making place: engaging things’, centres on how
people make places in different migratory contexts. From buying and
collecting local popular art (Barber) to altering the physical landscape of
camps (Ghandour-Demiri and Passas) to everyday routines and practices like
cooking (Guevara Gonzdlez), these chapters show how people on the move
shape places and build relationships with and through people and things.

Notes

1 Agamben refers to Pompeius Festus’s ‘De verborum significatu’ (On the significance of words),
in which the etymology of the term ‘homo sacer’ is explained.

2 ‘You are different with a gun in your hand; the gun is different with you holding it. You are
another subject because you hold the gun; the gun is another object because it has entered into
a relationship with you’ (Latour 1999, 179).
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Introduction
Antonie Fuhse

The two main chapters of Part I, ‘Transient foundations’, explicitly focus
on the times and temporalities of migration and the interconnectedness
of temporality and materiality. Before we take a closer look at the different
approaches to time in migration studies, we would like to state that
migrants’ temporalities should not be understood or framed as essentially
different than those of non-migrants (see Ramsay 2019). Global and local
power relations shape time differently for people categorised along the
lines of migration status, citizenship, gender, age and so on. Time as an
analytical lens on the materiality of (forced) migration adds an important
perspective on power and inequalities.

Alongside ‘place’ and ‘space’, ‘time’ is a heavily discussed topic in
anthropology and the social sciences more generally. Here, we are not
interested in summarising these various different views about the nature
of time (see Gell 1992; Bear 2014, 2016; Adam 1990; Munn 1992; James
and Mills 2005), but in starting simply with the assumption that time is
multiple and thus the ‘times of migration’ (Cwerner 2001) are
multifaceted. Since Saulo Cwerner (1999, 2001), amongst others, first
advocated for a greater focus on time in migration studies over two
decades ago, much research has been carried out. Today, the temporalities
of migration have been approached from a number of different
perspectives (Meeus 2012; Griffiths et al. 2013; Mavroudi et al. 2017;
Baas and Yeoh 2019). Although it is impossible to draw sharp boundaries
between the diverging ways time has been conceptualised in migration
studies, we have identified three key threads which arise in the chapters
that follow: time as a future(s) that is aspired to, hoped for or uncertain;
time as a temporal experience; and time as reflected (and negotiated) in
memory and nostalgia.

These approaches are, of course, interconnected. For example,
aspirations for the future influence what kind of experiences people have
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in the present, and what people imagine for the future is inspired by
memories of the past and by present experiences (see Griffiths 2014;
Brun 2015, 24). We now turn to these three areas of research and relate
them to our focus on materiality by connecting them to the chapters
throughout this volume.

Future(s): aspirations and uncertainties

In many studies, migration or plans for migrating are directly related to
how people try to shape their futures (Cole 2010; Vigh 2009). To be able to
act, to invest in their current relationships and to form new ones, people
need to be able to have some vision of their future, some idea of what will
happen next in life (Griffiths et al. 2013; Griffiths 2014). Thus, the future
is connected to issues of agency — and migration itself can be seen as ‘an act
of agency actively employed in order to break stasis and generate change’
(Griffiths et al. 2013).! Studies in this area often apply concepts of
aspiration, desire (Carling and Collins 2018; Collins 2017; Boccagni 2017)
or imagination (Baas 2010; Salazar 2011). Carling and Collins point out
that the term ‘migration aspirations’ has been used in several studies to
describe ‘the conviction that leaving would be better than staying’ (Carling
and Collins 2018, 915). As Georgina Ramsay argues in her chapter here,
migration is thus related to one’s lack or loss of prospects, to a desire to
escape an uncertain future, and as a way to create ‘futures of possibility’. A
focus on aspirations, imaginations and hopes draws attention to the fact
that the physical movement of people, either within or across borders,
should not be the starting point for research on mobilities. According to
Ramsay, researchers should look at the broader forces that ‘produce
migrants’ and uneven access to futures of possibility, an issue that she
describes through the concept of ‘temporal partitioning’.

What people try to achieve by becoming mobile, what they imagine
as the outcome or, as Baas phrases it, the ‘arrival points’ (2010, 6) of
migration are grounded in the social context (Carling and Collins 2018)
and, amongst other things, are shaped by ideas on what course life should
take. Research shows that decisions to migrate, return or move on are
connected to events in the lives of mobile people themselves and of those
they are connected to (e.g. Findlay et al. 2015; Kirk et al. 2017; Robertson
et al. 2018; Bailey 2009; Kou et al. 2017; Fuhse 2021). Such important
events include marriage, childbirth and retirement, as illustrated by
Rachel Barber in this volume. In relation to one’s life course, mobility is
often discussed as an important marker of transition from youth to
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adulthood (Robertson et al. 2018, 203). Consequently, ideas of ‘growing
up’ and becoming an adult are increasingly shaped by ‘aspirations and
imaginaries of transnational mobility’ (Robertson et al. 2018, 204).

Looking further into the interrelationship between the future and
mobility has brought forward another important theme in migration
research: the inability to know or even anticipate the future. Researchers
working with refugees and asylum seekers have shown how the temporal
uncertainty created by migration policies also serve as a tool of
governmentality and a technique of power (Griffiths 2014, 2005; Horst
and Grabska 2015; Hicks and Mallet 2019). Here, the state and its
immigration policy shape people’s temporal frames and their (in)ability
to gain control over their future or to plan and structure time in general
(Anderson 2007; Robertson and Runganaikaloo 2014; Griffiths 2014;
Robertson 2014; Brun 2015; Ramsay 2017; Thorshaug and Brun 2019).
People categorised as refugees or asylum seekers often have no temporal
frame and no control over the timing of events such as being granted a
residence permit, being transferred to a particular place, or even being
deported (Griffiths 2014; Brun 2015). They live in a state of ‘protracted
displacement’ (Brun 2015; Brun and Fabos 2015) characterised by
uncertainty, waiting, and feelings of being stuck, not only in place, but
also in time (Jefferson, Turner and Jensen 2019) — they are, in other
words, ‘trapped in the present’ (Brun 2015, 19).

Similarly, migrants often find themselves ‘living temporary’ or,
expressed differently, of living with the knowledge that one may not be
able to stay. Migrants may be stuck with a temporary status, they may lack
perspectives in the host country, or they may plan to return or to move on
(see Baas 2010; Robertson 2014). As Bailey et al. show, this temporariness
can become a ‘permanent temporariness’ (Bailey et al. 2002, 139; Collins
and Shubin 2015, 100). In this situation, migrants find themselves ‘living
in limbo’ (Robertson and Runganaikaloo 2013, 2014; Cabot 2012), ‘in
between’ (Baas 2010), or in a state of ‘liminality”? (Griffiths 2014, 2003;
Malkki 1992). Griffiths, for example, argues that this experience should
not be understood as inherently negative, but can offer ‘opportunities to
enjoy freedom otherwise circumscribed’ and outside of familial
expectations (2014, 2003).

Materiality as a lens offers important insights into people’s
aspirations, hopes and outlooks for the future. A material object, the right
passport or paperwork, can open up futures in other places, and the lack
of these objects can limit a migrant’s movements, force them to move on
(again), or lead them to being deported or moved to another facility
(Tuckett 2018). Material objects can signify an uncertain future or display
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the aspiration to create a life in a new context (see Magdalena Suerbaum,
this volume).

There is an important interrelationship between temporality and
materiality in humanitarian aid infrastructures. The ‘crisis’ narrative and
its articulation in humanitarian aid strategies lacks a long-term
perspective (Hicks and Mallet 2019; Ramsay 2019). Through it, the
infrastructures that are constructed in the humanitarian sector are meant
to be short-term fixes, rather than long-term, structural solutions (Hicks
and Mallet 2019, 64; Turner in this volume). The materiality that results
from this short-term thinking adds to migrants’ feelings of temporariness.
But as several chapters in this volume show, and as we will elaborate in
the following pages, migrants are not just fixed in the short term, they
also find ways to make a life in uncertainty and waiting, and these ways
often centre on material practices.

Temporal experiences: waiting and stuckness

Everybody experiences time — as crawling when we’re bored, as running
when we need to finish something important, as the right time or the
wrong time to do something. How people experience, perceive and
understand time varies according to the different conceptualisations of
time within and between societies (Gell 1992; Bear 2014, 2016), and
along the lines of age, gender, social position and so on (Adam 1994, 503).

Movement is one of several factors in an individual’s specific
experience(s) of time, and we should therefore be cautious in discussing
migrants’ temporal experiences as essentially different from those of non-
migrants (Ramsay 2019). Nevertheless, looking at the research on
displacement, refugees and asylum seekers, it becomes apparent that
many have similar temporal experiences: boredom (Brun 2015), waiting®
(Griffiths 2014), being stuck (Jefferson et al. 2019). Focusing on different
‘sites of confinement’, like prisons and refugee camps, Jefferson, Turner
and Jensen show how these places create ‘stuckness’ and how confinement
is both spatial and temporal (2019, 2). They understand ‘stuckness’ as the
way confinement is experienced, sensed and lived (2019, 2), and as ‘the
sense of not making progress, of not seeing a future’ (Jefferson et al.
2019, 3). Similarly, Brun writes about waiting as ‘a feeling of being out of
sync with time’ (2015, 24). Asylum seekers and refugees are often not
allowed to work (Griffiths 2014, 1996) and thus their days ‘lack content’
(Brun 2015, 23). Another temporal experience that can be caused by
movement is that of asynchronicity (Cwerner 2001, 22), a feeling of
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being out of touch with familiar temporal (and spatial) orientations and
rhythms, and of living in ‘strange’ times (and places) (Cwerner 2001).

Mobile people are not just thrown into these temporal experiences.
They develop different tactics to deal with these experiences and to try to
shape their lives. Differentiating between forms of waiting (Gasparini
1995; Brun 2015; Griffiths 2014), researchers have shown that it is not
necessarily passive, empty and negative, it can also be productive and
active (Griffiths 2014, 1996; Brun 2015). In this volume, Simon Turner
understands the act of waiting itself as agentic. Camps, he argues, do not
completely preclude refugees from seeing a future; as ‘carceral junctions’
camps enable glimpses of possible futures through hope. Indeed, a number
of authors use hope as a concept to show how people living in conditions of
protracted displacement or confinement deal with their experiences (Brun
2015; Turner 2015; Jefferson et al. 2019), how they maintain a sense of
potential (Brun 2015, 24), and how they give meaning and purpose to
what they are experiencing in the present (Griffiths 2014, 1996).

A focus on materiality and on how migrants use material objects
reveals how they experience and try to change and negotiate time. People
living in camps build gardens and informal economies to create a sense of
home or to find ways to pass the time (Nada Ghandour-Demiri and Petros
Passas in this volume). The days in refugee accommodation are often
structured by staff who decide when it is time to shower, to eat and to
sleep. Around these timetables, refugees develop everyday material
tactics and strategies, like taking care of the kitchen, or cooking to pass
the time (chapters by Yaatsil Guevara Gonzalez and Andrea Verdasco in
this volume). Thus, material practices enable the establishment and
continuity of familiar practices, of routines and rhythms in daily life (see
Povrzanovi¢ Frykman and Humbracht 2013; Povrzanovi¢ Frykman
2016), and of means for coping with prolonged waiting and uncertainty.

Mobile phones, laptops and other technologies are used to bridge
the spatial and temporal distance from relatives living far away and to
create feelings of co-presence (Baldassar 2008; Baldassar et al. 2016),
simultaneity and continuity. But these technologies also create distinct
temporal experiences and affects; they call attention to distance when
people communicate with family and friends in different time zones, or
when connection issues show co-presence to be an illusion (Maruska
Svasek in this volume; Svasek 2018).
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Memory and nostalgia

A third perspective on time in migration studies emerges if we look into
works on memory, nostalgia and mobility/migration (Hage 2010; Creet
2011; Tosi¢ and Palmberger 2016; Passerini et al. 2020). In their introduction
to the volume Memories on the Move (2016), Tosi¢ and Palmberger show that
movement and memory interplay in several ways: mobility provokes
memory, and ‘memory practices’— managing photographs, revisiting houses,
return visits — enable people ‘to make sense of and integrate experiences of
(im)mobility across different times and places’ (Tosi¢ and Palmberger 2016,
5). Not unlike Hage (2010), they stress the active and enabling effects of
nostalgia through concepts like ‘memory work’ (Tosi¢ and Palmberger 2016,
6) and ‘mnemonic practices’ (Tosi¢ and Palmberger 2016, 2). For Creet
(2011, 3) and Lems (2016, 430), memory and nostalgia have the potential
to re-create temporal continuity and stability. Thus, remembering and
nostalgia are temporally ambiguous and are not exclusively associated with
the past, as often understood in common-sense terms, but are practices that
link people’s past, present and future (Lems 2016, 430).

Materiality is crucial for mnemonic practices and for remembering.
This remembering could take place, for instance, in the form of ‘mnemonic
objects’ (Tosi¢ and Palmberger 2016, 2) that are sometimes carefully
chosen and sometimes re-evaluated during the journey (Elena Hopfner
in this volume). Materiality also provides continuity in an otherwise
unsettled life in Friedemann Yi-Neumann’s chapter, in which a cuddly toy
becomes a ‘companion for life’ for a woman in her early thirties.

We also see the opposite in several contributions to this volume:
here, materialities and material practices change, things can become less
important or left behind, become useless, are taken away. In the study of
the materiality of migration these transformations should be considered
and framed analytically, not least because the objects that are left behind,
the life jackets, the shoes and the backpacks, are often the objects
displayed in exhibitions on migration.

Apart from things brought from ‘home’, things that people purchase or
receive in the process of migrating enable them to remember and to create
possibilities for ‘homely feelings’ (Hage 2010, 419). Food is often one of the
most important things in this regard (Hage 2010), as we see in the chapters
by Andrea Verdasco, Yaatsil Guevara Gonzalez and Ozlem Savas.

Another connection between the materiality of migration and
memory is opened up in the chapter by the archaeologists Sarah Mallet and
Louise Fowler. They look at the things that remain after refugee camps have
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been dismantled and use them to document what happened, to make
visible what government narratives try to efface, and to focus attention on
what is easily forgotten and neglected in political and collective memories.
Like those by Maike Suhr and Ayse Sanli, Mallet and Fowler’s chapter draws
attention to the connection between the materiality of migration and how
it is used in exhibitions to tell particular (hi)stories.

The temporal complexity of life, migration and materiality

This overview of approaches to time in migration studies and how these
can be related to materiality is not exhaustive. Looking into the varied
ways in which time has been approached in the context of migration
studies makes it clear that time and materiality are manifold, and are
interconnected in manifold ways: the outlook for the future informs
material practices, and vice versa, and material practices and materialities
signify people’s aspirations and hopes, and shape their experiences of
time. Material practices enable people to connect themselves to places,
people and times, to structure the everyday, and to re-create continuity
and familiarity. But, of course, these dynamics do not only hold true in the
context of migration and mobility. We would therefore argue that adding
temporality and the ability of materials to help signify, shape and create
time contributes to a refined understanding of materiality in general. In
Parts II-IV, this understanding is complemented by a focus on
methodological approaches to materiality, the ability of materiality to stir
affects and create relationships, and the roles of and connection between
materiality and place-making.

Notes

1 Here, Melanie Griffiths is referring to works by Jennifer Cole (2010) and Daniel Mains (2007).
2 Referring, of course, to Arnold van Gennep (1960) and Victor Turner (1967).
3 For more works on waiting, see Hage (2009) and Janeja and Bandak (2018).
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Materialising transformative futures
Georgina Ramsay

Introduction

Your house is on fire. What 10 items do you select to escape with? What
is closest to you? What is most important? What is irreplaceable?

So goes an activity that is taught in introductory anthropology
classrooms: a hypothetical, designed to get students to critically analyse
and reflect on the objects they interact with most and the objects they
hold most dear, from the safety of a classroom. It is an exercise that
encourages students to think about how the materiality of their worlds
reflects their sense of personal identity as well as broader patterns of
consumption, accumulation and inequality. But for migrants the
hypothetical is often a lived reality. The house on fire is a metaphor for the
manifold forces that are pushing and pulling people to move across the
globe: economic precarity, political instability, family reunification,
generalised violence and insecurity, climate change and environmental
disaster. The world is already on fire, and migrants — particularly the
unprecedented 80 million people who are, at the time I am writing this,
estimated by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) (2020) to be living in a situation of displacement — are the
smoke, the warning signal of imminent danger. They are already burned
and burning in a world in which it is the most vulnerable who suffer the
consequences.

The materiality of migration is an invitation and provocation to
think through a world in which it has become normalised, accepted even,
that students in a classroom in one part of the world — albeit increasingly
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closeted and debt-accumulating, probably taught by an underpaid,
precarious academic (Navarro 2017) — have an opportunity to discuss
global inequalities as a hypothetical while others live them. The student
who contemplates their 10 most proximal, important and irreplaceable
items contrasts bitterly with the migrant who, depending on the manner
and circumstances of their movement, may lose even the most precious
material vestiges of background, history and self. The asylum seeker
flushes a passport down the toilet in an airport, then destroys the only
photograph of family they have with them to ensure that their journey
cannot be traced (see Khosravi 2010; Shire 2016). A fire in a refugee
camp destroys the few possessions a migrant family have managed to
accumulate after fleeing war and violence (see Howden 2020). A resettled
refugee, struggling to pay rent in a city they have been relocated to, is
evicted, their second-hand furniture abandoned as they ask themselves
(see Couch 2011): what next?

But migration is not all loss and violence. Remaking these material
worlds is of vital importance for people who have crossed a border and
settled in a foreign land, whether they bring with them a shipping
container of possessions or the clothes on their back (Brun and Fébos
2015; Dudley 2011; Larsen 2011). It is through objects that people can
remake a sense of home, or revive the affects of an older one, across a
distant geography. Materiality is a powerful force in the lives of migrants.
This is one of the reasons why those spaces — prisons — euphemistically
named ‘detention centres’, ‘immigration holding’, ‘reception camps’
amongst others, are so often designed to be depersonalised and
depersonalising (Oesch 2019). Prevented from accessing or attaining
personal items, migrants within them are constrained from being able to
settle and assert themselves materially within these spaces. Even in the
ambiguous temporal worlds of camps, where migrants may spend
months, years, or even decades, migrants walk a tenuous line between
‘making’ home and expecting that, at any time, the materials they have
used to create that home may be removed or destroyed (Mould 2018).
Their home is never their own.

The materiality of transience, then, is political. But while it is
tempting to focus on the material life of migrants and migration in terms
of their alienation, I want to suggest here that it is through attention to
the ways in which migrants coexist with, create meaning through, and
especially imagine futures in terms of, materiality that we can bring
migrants into a locus of shared humanity, a condition that transcends
their migration status and migration experiences. Like so many others
across the globe navigating precarity and its various forms of social and
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economic impoverishment (Tsing 2015), many migrants are aspiring to
- indeed seeking — the stability and solidity of a settled life: a home, a
daily routine, proximity to family and friends, a clear path to education
and employment: put simply, a certain tomorrow. It is these temporal
rhythms, as much as political, legal and spatial contexts, that migrants —
particularly refugees and asylum seekers — are alienated from (Griffiths
2014; Rotter 2016).

My aim in this chapter is to bring our work on materiality, migration
and transience into conversation with temporality. Specifically, I take a
zoomed-out view of migration, particularly South to North migration, to
explore how global inequalities of aspiration and accumulation structure
personal motivations to migrate as well as structural forces of dislocation.
I argue that we should not see migration as an exceptional experience of
transience. Rather, migration should be seen as an expected response to
what I call the temporal partitioning that has privileged the futures of
some at the expense of the futures of others. Contrary to popular
understandings, migration is not the problem to be solved; migrants, and
would-be migrants, see movement and mobility as one possible solution
to the larger problem of stratified futures. Migration is the smoke
billowing from the flames of the real problem, namely global inequality,
an object which is much more slippery and difficult to address and contain
than migrants themselves.

I'will develop this argument in four parts. Throughout, I draw on 10
years of ethnographic data that I have collected with migrants and
would-be migrants, mostly from the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC). Some of the data I refer to here has been collected within the DRC
(fieldwork conducted in 2019), other data has been collected with
refugees in Uganda (fieldwork conducted in 2013) and resettled refugees
in Australia (fieldwork conducted across 2012-14). In the first section of
this chapter, ‘Futures of decline’, I describe the shared condition of
precarity, instability and probable deterioration that so many of us,
including people I have conducted fieldwork with, are feeling acutely in
our contemporary lives. In the second section, ‘Temporal partitioning’, I
describe how political and geographic bordering processes reflect an
attempt to preserve the aspirational futures of some at the expense of
others. In the third section, ‘Material paradoxes’, I use a case study of the
mobile phone to trace how narratives of advancement produce
displacement but also create, potentially, the means to overcome temporal
partitioning. In the last section, ‘Analytical brackets and anthropological
complicity’, I call for anthropologists to use critical reflexivity in how we
bracket out our objects of study, or else we risk making our research
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complicit in reinforcing these partitioning logics as natural. We must
ourselves move beyond migration as the distinct problem, and consider
instead how migrants themselves see mobilisation as transformative
possibility, no matter how unlikely or potentially lethal these journeys
towards futures of possibility may seem.

Futures of decline

During a car ride in Bukavu, a large city that straddles the DRC-Rwanda
border, in July 2019, Joseph, a research informant and friend, took a
phone call from his sister, who was living in a refugee settlement,
Nakivale, in Uganda. Joseph was trying to control the steering wheel on
aroad teeming with other cars, motorcycles, people walking, and market
wares set out on blankets, and so the conversation with his sister was a
short but loud exchange over the speaker of his phone, jiggling in his lap.
She was checking in about when to expect a friend, who was coming to
Nakivale to deliver new fabric to her; her husband worked as a tailor in
the settlement. Soon, Joseph assured her. He would call and find out.
From the back seat of the car, his six-year-old daughter Marie uttered an
excited but mostly incoherent greeting to her aunt.

When the short conversation was over, there were a few long
seconds of silence. Marie returned to a book that she had stashed away.
Joseph turned to me and said that he would go there, to Nakivale, one day
soon: not to visit, to live. This surprised me, I admit. Not only was Joseph
not exactly ‘refugee’ material according to the UNHCR definition - his life
in Bukavu was not under imminent threat of persecution — he was also
one of the people I knew in the city who were relatively comfortable in the
DRC. He was partway through building a house, he had his own car. He
could afford to send his children to the local school. They did not want for
food. Having been to the Nakivale refugee settlement in Uganda myself
some years earlier, and knowing that life there is not easy, I asked him
why he would ever want to ‘give up’ his life in Bukavu for the sake of
becoming a refugee.

He laughed, knowing that what he proposed sounded silly: like
going backwards. He assured me he would keep the small material wealth
he had accumulated in Bukavu within his family; it did not belong wholly
to him, but was already shared with and amongst kin. So too were the
anticipated rewards of seeking refugee status in Uganda to be felt by more
than just Joseph. The aim of a proposed move to Uganda was, first, to
access better education for his children, but secondly, and more
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importantly, to get the family out of Africa altogether. Joseph was not
naive: he knew the likelihood of being selected for refugee resettlement
was extremely low. But by trying he was at least incrementally increasing
the likelihood of someone in his extended family being selected, and, in
his mind, it only takes one family member being resettled to solicit others
to follow. Besides, moving would be doing something. Even though Joseph
was doing a lot to provide support for his family, he felt that there would
always be a ceiling, a limit, for people like him: ordinary Congolese
people. He would always be blocked from a stable future. All he could
expect in Congo was, in his words, ‘deterioration’.

While it may seem absurd that a person would migrate from a
situation of relative stability to live in a refugee camp, on the basis of the
slim (and diminishing) possibility of resettling elsewhere, what is
important to note about Joseph’s situation is how utterly unexceptional it
is. His seeming stability is illusory, and he knows it. The context of his
world in the DRC is ‘deterioration’. Part of that bleak prediction is specific
to the situation of the DRC, of course. The country exists in popular
culture in the Western world only through tropes of the ‘heart of darkness’
—imagined and represented as a wild place, unparalleled in savagery and
violence (Kabamba 2010). The postcolonial period has only enhanced
that reputation (see also Mbembe 2001). The two wars that took place in
the DRC in the 1990s and into the 2000s are not known for the estimated
six million people who died (Coghlan et al. 2006), but instead came to be
defined by the words of a United Nations officer who, in 2010, described
the war-affected regions of the country as ‘the rape capital of the world,
thereby capturing sensationalist media headlines across the globe (BBC
2010). Coverage of the 2019 outbreak of Ebola in the country — while I
was conducting ethnographic research — only fed this sensationalist view.
Western media highlighted outlier tales of doctors in rural villages being
injured or murdered for trying to treat Ebola patients while largely
ignoring the fact that the country managed to safely and effectively
manage the outbreak through an efficient contact-tracing programme,
adherence to patient isolation programmes, education about transmission,
and implementation of a vaccine.

What was more defeating to Congolese people I worked with during
this time than the possibility of contracting Ebola was the likelihood of
living the remainder of their lives in grinding poverty. Having gone years
— decades — without what they saw as adequate governance and social,
economic and medical infrastructure, people I spoke with had very little
optimism about living out the future in their country. Many described
how, over their lifetime, they had witnessed the visible deterioration of
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their societal services in the DRC: the roads that had once been surfaced
now disintegrating into dust, the hospitals that once served all now
charging more and more money, the rise in rural-to-urban migration
creating population density in cities, making an already limited
employment market even more competitive. Every person I spoke to
expressed a desire to leave the country, if they could. Some, like Joseph,
made plans to leave. What their stories told me, however, was that it was
not the supposed ‘dark’ savagery of the DRC that drove their migration.
Rather, it was aspirations towards futures of material security.

The migration imaginaries and present realities of people like
Joseph, and the ways in which these reveal at once the absolute
ordinariness of transience, instability and insecurity as a ubiquitous
condition of our time and the spectacular violences of global partitioning
that produce such conditions and enable them to become ordinary. In
recent times, the conditions of everyday life have radically transformed
everywhere because of the impact of the novel coronavirus, Covid-19.
Our worlds - the materiality of our lives — rapidly constricted in 2020, for
some literally, to a house, an apartment, even a single room. What has
been relentlessly termed ‘our new normal’ in popular media has forced
many into a caged existence. Yet for some these cages are not a new
normal but a condition of everyday life. Restricted mobility is the structure
that enables the domestication and submission necessary for processes of
extraction, dispossession and accumulation of resources to continue, with
the wealth gained from these accessible to only an elite, uncaged, few
(Hage 2017). As Catherine Besteman (2019, 2020) has argued, the world
is divided into North and South in a way that restrains and cages whole
continents of people, actively preventing them from being included in the
material and imaginative worlds of prosperity enjoyed by others.

But not all is lost. The ‘ruins’ of capitalism leave remnants and traces
of possibility (Tsing 2015), and it is through these that those same caged
people seek to establish futures on their own terms. The Covid-19
pandemic has not created a new normal of economic precarity,
constrained mobility and political instability: it has only revealed these
conditions, and expanded how they are felt and by whom. People like
Joseph have been managing such situations for a long time. His sense of
a future decline is not exceptional, nor exclusive to the DRC, and his
motivation to transcend the borders of his caged existence, in which he is
restricted to what he sees as a future of poverty and decline, can tell us
much about making a way through these moments, and the necessity of
diminishing - rather than enforcing — borders in order to do that.
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Temporal partitions

Nonetheless, during the Covid-19 pandemic many of us had to learn to
wait, and specifically to wait in the face of an uncertain future. For those
of us who work with migrants, the stuckness that restricted mobility and
seeded uncertainty worldwide in 2020 seemed somewhat ironic, a little
sardonically painful. For so many, it was a new experience. Even while
denouncing border regimes that constrain freedom of movement, we —
researchers of mobility — too often took our own freedom for granted, or
wielded it guiltily. We held our passports up at the border so that we could
interview those without one. The ‘new normal’ of immobility was, of
course, not truly a blanket, in that it covered and constrained in uneven
ways, entrenching older inequalities. While many hoped fervently that
immobility was only temporary, others have lived with that suffocation as
a defining feature of life for a very long time.

Nonetheless, one of the most significant effects of the Covid-19
pandemic is that it has revealed the illusion of a linear temporal trajectory.
The myth of modernisation is that societies move with forward
momentum, towards infinite growth and absolute advancement
(Koselleck 1988). This imagined linearity of time and progress has always
been just that — an illusion — and one whose seeming constancy in the
Global North has generally relied on the exploitation of people and
resources in and from the Global South. What Covid-19, and its
interconnected political and economic effects, have demonstrated,
brutally and viscerally, is the fragility of advancement and the possibility
of worlds gone backwards: as Joseph, in the section above, describes it,
‘deterioration’. Of course, there have been other events that have similarly
shaken the (Western) world’s sense of temporal progression — the 2008
global financial crisis is one example (Roitman 2013); the September
2001 terrorist attacks in the United States are another (Butler 2004). It is
yet to be seen what the long-term impact of the Covid-19 pandemic will
be on how people and nations imagine their futures, but one thing is
certain: the pandemic arrived at a time when the unevenness of trickle-
down economies was already being felt in nations where it had served as
a future promise, and when people were feeling economic pressures and
funnelling these future anxieties into polarising politics and misguidedly
blaming the ‘Other’, the migrant, for the failure of economic growth.
Then, as now, the partitions between North and South were in the process
of violent enforcement (Andersson 2014a; Besteman 2019; De Genova
2014). The pandemic has revealed — not created — the contemporary
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condition of precarity and the likely futures of decline. And so the central
question that initially guided my thinking for this chapter has shifted in
the light of the pandemic, only slightly, but nonetheless importantly.
While I sought, before, to ask the question, ‘What would it mean to
conceptualise the possibility of a future of decline?’, I now ask, ‘What does
it mean to live this as a reality?’

Such questions are relatively new within societies that have lived
within a bubble of enlightenment assumptions that the passage of time
equates to development, progress and growth. As Reinhardt Koselleck
(1988) recognised in his conceptual history of time, the futures of
modernity that have been imagined by European and American states are
oriented towards the idea of a future that is empty and open. In that vein,
futures are an opportunity for growth, a resource to cultivate. But the
twenty-first century has brought with it events that challenge such
narratives of uninterrupted progress. New situations of ‘crisis’ have
emerged: events like terror attacks, global financial downturns,
unprecedented numbers of refugees, political upheaval, and — yes — public
health threats have punctuated the imaginary of unlimited future progress.
As Janet Roitman (2013) suggests, these cycles of crisis production have a
function; they are rendered into points of societal reflection that stir new
social and political developments, often those which legitimate enhanced
governance techniques. And so the trajectory of forward momentum, and
the illusion of infinite advancement, are restored.

The 2015 refugee ‘crisis’ is a case in point. The year 2015 saw the
largest number of displaced people since World War 11, and significantly
with unprecedented numbers of people seeking entry into and asylum in
European nations (Albahari 2015). For context, there have been earlier
mass displacements of refugees and migrants, but rarely have these so-called
‘flows’ of people entered Europe on this scale. Western media labelled this
mass displacement a crisis, but depending on the media outlet it was less a
humanitarian crisis of displaced people in need than a security crisis of
threatening brown bodies entering predominantly white spaces. This was
not a crisis for the migrants who had been forced to leave their homes, then,
it was a crisis for the European nations receiving them (De Genova 2017;
Hage 2016). The various border fortifications and exclusionary migration
policies that were ushered in in the wake of the ‘crisis’ show how the label
functions as an artificial ‘break’ in a narrative (see also Roitman 2013),
demanding an urgent response with no great attention to the longitudinal
forces and future impacts of quick policy, beyond preserving the global
partitions of North—-South, white-brown, exploiter and exploited, which
restore the illusory narrative of future progress.
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What gets missed in a normative reading of time as a vector of
advancement is that futures of progress are only possible for a privileged
few, and made possible by actively limiting, repressing, stagnating and
emptying out the future of others (Povinelli 2011). Filling the futures of
powerful states in the Global North with technological advancements, for
example, requires the exploitation of the resources and wealth of the
Global South, and the maintenance of a system of colonial extraction and
accumulation by dispossession that has been in motion for centuries.
While those processes were enabled by the geographical partitioning of
the globe into those countries that colonised and those that were
colonised — the stratified futures of the twenty-first century lead to what
I call temporal partitioning.

By ‘temporal partitioning’, I mean the differential futures that are
both a product of entrenched global inequalities and a requirement that
they remain so. Some people who benefit from global systems of
exploitation are able to imagine and pursue futures of prosperity; those
who are exploited, to varying degrees, remain stuck in a persistent
present, unable to advance and focused on survival. They are bereft of a
‘capacity to aspire’ (Appadurai 2007), since their opportunities are so
limited. These temporal partitions map onto physical partitions between
Global North and South (Besteman 2019), class differences (Harvey
2004) and racialised ‘invisible’ borders (Khosravi 2010). While these
uneven futurities may not be obvious to those who are benefiting from
them, they are palpable to the Congolese people whose futures are those
that are stuck, limited, emptied out in front of them as the resources from
their country are mined away. I will now turn to a case study of a material
object, the mobile telephone, and describe how its production in the
twenty-first century traces not only the contradictions of our globalised
world, but also the migration imaginary.

Material paradoxes

The first time I pulled my iPhone out in front of Nyomanda, her attention
turned to it, eyes narrowed. I was typing notes into my phone when she
said, ‘You know, that comes from my country.’ I paused. Hesitant. ‘Yes,” I
responded eventually. ‘The minerals inside,” she added. I didn’t really know
how to respond then, in 2012 when this conversation took place in a living
room in Australia, far from the DRC; I am still unsure now. The phone was
more than just a product of exploitation, it was a materialised symbol of a
vast global supply chain and its embedded inequalities that had led her and
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her family to become refugees from the DRC, but which had sheltered my
life enough that I could pay the exorbitant amount of money to buy the
finished product. Shaking her head, Nyomanda told me that her country,
Congo, is the richest in the world, but that its people are the poorest.

The war that ultimately forced Nyomanda and her family to leave
Congo in 1999 was not the direct result of conflict over mining territory;
nonetheless, like other refugees from the DRC I have conducted research
with, she sees it as a crucial factor in why there was, and continues to be,
such significant corruption, political turmoil and governance issues in the
east of the country, where she is from. Our conversation took place just as
smartphones, like my iPhone, had begun to burgeon in popularity and be
taken up for widespread use. After fleeing Congo, Nyomanda and her
family had spent almost a decade as refugees in Uganda, before being
resettled by the UNHCR in Australia, where I met her. While our first
meeting was somewhat tense, Nyomanda and I eventually became friends,
family-like. In 2013, I accompanied her to Uganda, where we lived with her
family members — still refugees living there — while I conducted research
with refugees both in camps and in Kampala, the capital city.

In 2013, the smartphone technologies that were being produced
from the raw minerals mined in their country were not yet widespread
amongst Congolese refugees. Nonetheless, there was still enough media
content about the West available —in addition to often exaggerated stories
of prosperity from friends and family members who had migrated,
seemingly backed up by occasional remittances of money — for many
refugees I talked with to fantasise about migrating to Europe, North
America or Australia. But within a few short years, the internet capacity
of smartphones and their widespread uptake amongst people in refugee
situations would not only lead many to fantasise about such onward
migration journeys, but enable some to pursue them. Through increased
access to the internet, more real-time information about routes, and tips,
became available to would-be travellers. Some of the people I met in
Uganda in 2013 had family members or acquaintances — mostly young
men — who would later attempt the northern journey towards the
Mediterranean Sea, their sights set on futures in Europe.

Within the migration imaginary, the desire to reach a country
elsewhere — usually in Europe, North America or Australia — does not
necessarily reflect a pull towards the cultures and people associated with
those places (Salazar 2011). The pull of a croissant, or a Foster’s beer, is
not that strong. For people I worked with, the desire to leave Africa is
more pragmatic (see Bredeloup 2013; Vigh 2009). They seek escape from
the seeming inevitability of a future of decline; they want an opportunity
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to transcend futures in their country of birth that they saw as ceilinged,
partitioned, limited. Many seemed to overestimate the possibility of
achieving stability and prosperity in the Global North while
underestimating the affective dissonance of migrating into a different,
and often hostile, cultural context in which they would become the
stranger (see also Jackson 2008).

Nyomanda, again, reminded me of this paradox of migration. She
was particularly frustrated one afternoon when a flurry of bills arrived in
the post. Opening the post, sighing in frustration, she vented her feelings
to me: ‘You think that we like it here?’, ‘here’ being Australia, where she
had been resettled through the UNHCR as a refugee. ‘Do you?’ I asked her,
seriously. She paused. ‘It is okay.” ‘Just okay?’ She told me that life here
was not how she had imagined it from a refugee camp in Africa. ‘Here it
is bills, bills, bills. The children are bad, no respect. The neighbours don’t
talk to each other. People look at us.” This was not the first time Nyomanda
and I had a conversation like this, nor the last. She and other resettled
refugees from Congo that I conducted fieldwork with had described their
frustrations with living in Australia, where they were, despite their best
efforts, still comparatively poor and also struggling with racism directed
towards them. They missed the affective feel of the lives they had in
Africa: the easy sociality between neighbours, the taste of fresh meat and
vegetables, the daily routines centring on family more than on work. ‘But
if we could take the things from here,” Nyomanda added, ‘the education,
the houses, the hospitals, the government, and take it there, that would
be good. That would be better. That is what we want.” The point of
migration, for Nyomanda, was not to renounce Africa or become
‘Australian’, but to find security and stability for herself and her family. If
she could have done that within the social and cultural worlds of the DRC,
she would have. She did not feel that it was possible, and part of that
impossibility rests on the long-term impacts of decades of colonial and
neocolonial interventions, fragile governance systems, and conflicts
erupting from disputes over the lands from which resources are extracted
for foreign companies that feed that wealth into advancing the economies
and lives of people in their own nations.

While most of the people I was told about who were attempting to
reach Europe would not make it to that destination — the perils and
expense of the journey being too great — one thing was certain: some
Congolese people were not willing to wait aimlessly for some external
force to take charge of the direction of their life. They were engaging in
what Henrik Vigh (2010) terms ‘social navigation’, that is, speculating
about their futures, weighing odds within constrained circumstances, and
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eventually taking actions, small and large, to navigate these complexities
towards a hopefully better, more liveable, life (see also Kuschminder
2020). My fieldwork in 2019 revealed a stark departure in attitudes
towards migration from those I had found in work I had completed only
a few years earlier in 2013, when refugees would painstakingly apply for
resettlement to a third country through the UNHCR, even though the
great majority were unlikely ever to be selected. Smartphone technology
had given people I met a powerful tool in their social navigation kits:
through phones, they could have more contact with — actually see — the
lives of friends living in the Global North, unfolding so differently from
their own, and could engage in more intensive planning and strategising
of migration routes, with enhanced access to public information from
others - strangers — who had mapped out those journeys before them (see
also Gillespie et al. 2018). Many Congolese people were actively
contemplating — and some were undertaking — independent journeys, in
the hope of migrating to a country on their own terms. The mobile
smartphone became a symbol of possibility, of forward momentum.

But, as Nyomanda signalled in the conversation I recounted earlier,
the mobile phone is also a symbol of ongoing oppression for Congolese
people, or, more specifically, a symbol of what she termed ‘eaten’ or stolen
potential.! The effects of the extraction processes that are necessary to
produce digital technologies contribute to the core mechanisms of
conflict, land dispossession, corruption and environmental change that
create displacement within and from the DRC in the first place (Kelly
2014; Laudati 2013; Verweijen 2017). Technological advancement in the
twenty-first century has maintained a long legacy of predatory processes
of extraction and accumulation by dispossession (Harvey 2004), which
have seen global elites — Congolese and foreign alike — create capital from
the raw minerals that have been mined from the country.

There is a road that local people call the ‘road of shame’, which
begins on the Congolese side of the border between Rwanda and the DRC,
leading into the city of Bukavu. Coming from Rwanda, with surfaced
roads, orderly traffic, clean streets, and relatively few people milling
about, entering Congo on this road - officially it is ‘President Mobutu
Avenue’ - feels practically anarchistic. The buildings alongside it could be
either dilapidated leftovers from the Belgian colonial period or newer,
half-finished constructions — either way, many of the buildings are worn
and scaffolded; the distinction between in progress and in decay is
blurred. Refuse litters the street, a couple of small fires burn up some of
it in piles outside buildings. Many adults and children walk along the road
— few people have cars here - the latter in visibly dirty clothes; but then
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again, the unsurfaced road makes it difficult for anything or anyone to
stay clean for long. For the few minutes during which one drives on that
road, away from the border, it feels that all of the problematic tropes of
poverty and Africa have come to life (Kabamba 2010): these are the kind
of one-dimensional imaginaries of Africa I warn my students about,
coming to surround me in the flesh, at least on the surface.

But the people who live here are not relics of another time, frozen
in a proto-industrialised, under-developed bubble (Fabian 1983; see also
Andersson 2014b). Separated by borders, both physical and political,
these multiple realities — impoverished worlds and worlds of prosperity
— exist in the same moment; the prosperity of the one comes from the
exploitation of and extraction from the other. My Congolese friends know
this; they often talk about foreign actors, working in collaboration with
Congolese elites, who pillage the riches of the country and deprive the
people who live there. When I ask one Congolese woman, Janvier, what
she thinks the future holds for her, she responds, as many others do, ‘My
future ... My future is the future of this country.” That is not a hopeful
statement, given that she later describes the current state of the country
—echoing Joseph’s sentiments — as ‘It is deterioration.’

Shahram Khosravi (2019) has challenged us to consider the
question, ‘What does it mean to see the border from the other side?’ From
the ‘other side’ of the border within the DRC, it feels as if a person travels
across five, fifteen, fifty years of deterioration. The lie of time as a
sequential — and inevitably progressive — trajectory is exposed. Joseph
explained to me why the road is called the ‘road of shame’ by locals. When
the Belgians colonised this part of the Congo it was surfaced. But in the
neocolonial wake of corrupt government after corrupt government and
conflict after conflict, the road has been left to go to ruin, ‘like us’, I am
told, abandoned not just by a national government that still maintains the
boundaries of a nation that was carved out at the Berlin conference of
1884-5, but also by the rest of us: each of us has, in all probability, used
products that have been acquired through a global supply chain that
begins with the extraction of material wealth from the DRC.

Materiality is at the core of these deteriorated futures, these futures
of decline. Amongst the most notorious — but far from the only — mineral
mined in this region is coltan, from which three separate materials are
extracted that are sold to electronics manufacturers (Mantz 2008; Smith
2015). Practically every digital capacitor, laptop screen, even tin wiring,
includes components that are sourced from the DRC. While we might see
the technologies produced from these materials mined in Congo as
markers of advancement, Congolese people, at least those I know, have
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been excluded from this trajectory of seeming progress, of forward
momentum. Just as there is no paved road out of Bukavu, for people from
this region there is no paved road towards the future. People in this part
of Congo live — and have lived - the reality of a future of decline.

Analytical brackets and anthropological complicity

Perhaps it is strange that I should, while contributing to a book with
migration at its core, discuss the global supply chains that are complicit
in making life feel impossible, and futures uncertain, for many people in
the DRC. I am talking about these topics because it is crucial that we, as
researchers, cease to begin our research at the border encounter, as if the
migrant came into being in and through those spaces. Too often, we
analyse the refugee without attention to war; we explore migration
without focusing on the forces of insecurity that propel it, or on the global
networks that are implicated in these forces.

I want to conclude by arguing against the tendency in anthropology
to engage in epochal thinking when it comes to migration, amongst other
topics, specifically the kind of epochal thinking that brackets out
migration as a period of liminality, of being betwixt and between fixed
and stable categories of legal status, national identity and belonging (see
Caglar 2016, 2018; Ramsay 2017, 2019). Such liminality implies
linearity; it assumes that migration neatly maps onto a temporal trajectory
of rupture and resolution. Thus, while our focus on the violences that
occur during the transience of migration might be well intentioned, by
bracketing these violences within the singular frame of migration spaces
— borders, camps, detention centres, amongst others — we may be
inadvertently abstracting migration from the broader forces of global
partitioning that produce migrants in the first place. We begin with
migrants and their crisis of transience; we do not begin with the forces
that create migrants.

I am calling, here, for anthropologists and social scientists working
in contexts of migration to reimagine our methodological, theoretical and
analytical brackets. While thick descriptions of how life unfolds in distinct
spaces of migration are undoubtedly important, they can only tell us so
much when it comes to understanding the broader global forces that
make these kinds of spaces possible. While migrants do experience
exceptional violence, these violences occur precisely because the
movement of migrants threatens the partitions that maintain established
power structures (Besteman 2020). When we do not contextualise the
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violence of migration and displacement within a more expansive frame,
we risk making our analysis complicit in reproducing those bordering
processes (see Cabot 2019). We cannot reproduce the crisis narrative
without reinforcing its function as a technique of governance (Roitman
2013). Focusing on migration as the problem, we are suggesting that
resolution lies in the very legal apparatuses that establish borders as
important political signifiers in the first place. These are logics that
migrants themselves often do not follow, yet we imagine their salvation
through them.

My argument here is not new. Liisa Malkki (1995) developed a
similar line of argument, recognising that displacement does not neatly
map onto national categories. But in 2015 a so-called ‘crisis’ of
displacement occurred, and despite much excellent critical work
challenging the sensationalism of crisis narratives in studies of migration
(see for example Andersson 2014a; Cabot 2019; Lems et al. 2020; Vigh
2008), it is still rare to see anthropologists connecting these situations of
mass displacement to the broader forces of global dispossession that
create them. Recently, work has begun to analyse migrants and citizens
within the same frame, recognising that they often share overlapping
concerns and insecurities. Building on formative work from Andreas
Wimmer and Nina Glick Schiller (2002), which critiqued the ways in
which social science research so often assumes the nation as a basis of
bounded analysis, Bridget Anderson (2019) has called for ‘methodological
de-nationalism’, that is, for the distinction between migrant and citizen to
be approached more critically in social science research, given that we are
living during a time when the protections provided to citizens are being
stripped away. Notwithstanding the very real privilege of legal status that
makes life more liveable for those with citizenship, the Covid-19 pandemic
and other situations of precarity have shown just how many of us across
the globe are only one disaster away from the kinds of instability that
propel migration. Citizenship is no longer an automatic basis of care and
protection, if indeed it ever was.

It is through epochal thinking, whether that be the kind of thinking
that unconsciously brackets migrants into a different time from the
researcher (Andersson 2014b; Caglar 2016; Fabian 1983; Ramsay 2019)
or the kind that defines them by a legal status (Malkki 1995), that
anthropologists and other social researchers replicate the dehumanisation
of migrants that is normalised elsewhere. We reduce them to abstractions,
and figures, assuming that there is a ‘migrant’ story beyond the more
fundamental human struggle for a liveable life. It is only this
depersonalisation of migrants that leads to their becoming regarded as a
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vague but powerful threat to the societies they have entered or attempted
to settle in.

As an idea, the futurity of migrants and migration can be depicted
and understood by the societies that receive them in anxious terms, as
harbingers of difference, change and insecurity. As materialised beings,
migrants can be related to as humans, with aspirations —home, education,
employment and family — similar to those of any other person. The
example of a centre for asylum seekers established in the middle of a
village in rural Denmark — comprising the only local childcare centre —
documented by Zachary Whyte, Birgitte Romme Larsen and Karen Fog
Olwig (2018; see also Whyte, Larsen and Schaldemose 2018) shows the
significance of materiality for an understanding of the shared humanity
of migrants. Even as debates about migration in the Danish media
reflected increasing polarisation, people in this village, confronted with
the proximity of asylum seekers and the need to interact with them as
fully materialised human beings, led these Danish locals to be more
accepting and understanding of asylum seekers: they shared ‘mutuality’,
as those researchers put it.

It is a political move to recognise that migrants materially coexist in
the same ways as non-migrants; it is a political move to recognise that
migration is, often, an attempt to attain or preserve the safety and
opportunity of material stability that others receive (seemingly)
automatically at birth. We must come to see the futurity of migrants not
as a threat to the projected futures of a nation and its citizens, but as a
means to transform the bordered lives and temporal partitions that make
global inequality a status quo.

But if we continue to exceptionalise displacement we are not only
abstracting the displaced as objects who seemingly exist in a different
liminal time of stuck futures, we are failing to recognise that such
temporalities are increasingly typical in twenty-first-century precarious
life across the globe. The eighty million people currently living in a
situation of displacement suggest that displacement is more ubiquitous
than exceptional. Moreover, with climate change, political instability and
economic insecurity uprooting lives with increasing intensity, there is a
need to begin addressing migration as an expected outcome and condition
of contemporary life and migrants as humans seeking the same safety and
stability that increasingly partitioned nations in the Global North are
seeking to preserve, often through violent border regimes. If we reframe
the temporality of displacement in that vein, we can see that migration
itself is not the problem; rather, migration represents the transformative
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potential of collapsing and overcoming the temporal and geographic
partitions that empty out the futures of some for the benefit of others.

No number of borders or amount of prevention through deterrence
policies can solve the blatantly uneven life experiences across (and also
within) these divides, which have been brought into even sharper focus
through widespread access to mobile technologies and the internet.
People can now visualise the lives that they are prevented from accessing.
They will attempt — and are attempting — to rectify these vast inequalities,
and ultimately to reclaim future possibility even if that means taking on
present suffering. As Joseph told me on another occasion, while I was
conducting fieldwork in the DRC in 2019, ‘We will become refugees.’ His
aspiration certainly reframes the conventional understanding of refugee
status as an inherently vulnerable condition of externality from the
nation-state systems that provide protection and care to citizens.

For people like Joseph, becoming a refugee is not about a politico-
legal status, it is about re-entering the world without the baggage of
foreclosed futures. He would not be a refugee from the country of the DRC,
he would be a person displaced from the dominant temporal rhythms of
extraction and dispossession, seeking to reinsert himself elsewhere in these
timescapes or, ideally, to create possible new tempos and rhythms outside
of these. At a time when we are all, potentially, confronted with immobility
and the potential reality of a future of decline, we can take the migration
imaginaries of people like Joseph, who have endured such conditions for a
long time, as signs of transformative potential, not simply as hopes for
migration, but as hopes of collapsing and transforming the structures of
division that make migration necessary for a future in the first place.

Note

1 It should be noted that many Congolese people view working in or adjacent to the mining
industries in the DRC as a significant source of economic potential. I did not find so many
people in my study who voiced these opinions but they are established in the literature, and it
is important to recognise the role of mineral industries in stimulating local economies in the
DRC (see Smith 2015; Mantz 2008).

References

Albahari, Maurizio. 2015. ‘Europe’s refugee crisis’, Anthropology Today 31(5): 1-2. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1467-8322.12196.

Anderson, Bridget. 2019. ‘New directions in migration studies: Towards methodological
de-nationalism’, Comparative Migration Studies 7 (art. no. 36): 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s40878-019-0140-8.

MATERIALISING TRANSFORMATIVE FUTURES

49


https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8322.12196
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8322.12196
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40878-019-0140-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40878-019-0140-8

50

Andersson, Ruben. 2014a. Illegality, Inc.: Clandestine migration and the business of bordering Europe.
Oakland: University of California Press.

Andersson, Ruben. 2014b. ‘Time and the migrant other: European border control and the temporal
economics of illegality’, American Anthropologist 116(4): 795-809. https://doi.org/10.1111/
aman.12148.

Appadurai, Arjun. 2007. ‘The capacity to aspire: Culture and the terms of recognition’. In Cultural
Politics in a Global Age: Uncertainty, solidarity, and innovation, edited by David Held and
Henrietta L. Moore, 29-35. Oxford: Oneworld.

Besteman, Catherine. 2019. ‘Militarized global apartheid’, Current Anthropology 60(S19):
S26-S38.

Besteman, Catherine. 2020. Militarized Global Apartheid. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

BBC. 2010. ‘UN official calls DR Congo “rape capital of the world”’. Accessed 14 August 2021.
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/8650112.stm.

Bredeloup, Sylvie. 2013. ‘The figure of the adventurer as an African migrant’, Journal of African
Cultural Studies 25(2): 170-82. https://doi.org/10.1080/13696815.2012.751870.

Brun, Cathrine and Anita Fabos. 2015. ‘Making homes in limbo? A conceptual framework’, Refuge:
Canada’s Journal on Refugees 31(1): 5-17. https://doi.org/10.25071/1920-7336.40138.

Butler, Judith. 2004. Precarious Life: The powers of mourning and violence. New York: Verso.

Cabot, Heath. 2019. ‘The business of anthropology and the European refugee regime’, American
Anthropologist 46(3): 261-75. https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.12791.

Gaglar, Ayse. 2016. ‘Still “migrants” after all those years: Foundational mobilities, temporal frames
and emplacement of migrants’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 42(6): 952-69. https://
doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2015.1126085.

Caglar, Ayse. 2018. ‘Chronotopes of migration scholarship: Challenges of contemporaneity and
historical conjuncture’. In Migration, Temporality, and Capitalism: Entangled mobilities across
global spaces, edited by Pauline Gardiner Barber and Winnie Lem, 21-41. Cham: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Coghlan, Benjamin, Pascal Ngoy, Flavien Mulumba, Colleen Hardy, Valerie Nkamgang Bemo, Tony
Stewart, Jennifer Lewis and Richard Brennan. 2006. ‘Mortality in the Democratic Republic of
Congo: An ongoing crisis’. New York: International Rescue Committee. Accessed 30 August 2020.
https://www.rescue.org/sites/default/files/document/661/2006-7congomortalitysurvey.pdf.

Couch, Jen. 2011. ““My life just went zig zag”: Refugee young people and homelessness’, Youth
Studies Australia 30(2): 22-32.

De Genova, Nicholas. 2014. ’Extremities and regularities: Regulatory regimes and the spectacle of
immigration enforcement’. In The Irregularization of Migration in Contemporary Europe:
Detention, deportation, drowning, edited by Yolande Jansen, Robin Celikates and Joost de
Bloois, 3-14. London: Rowman & Littlefield.

De Genova, Nicholas, ed. 2017. The Borders of ‘Europe’: Autonomy of migration, tactics of bordering.
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Dudley, Sandra. 2011. ‘Feeling at home: Producing and consuming things in Karenni refugee camps
on the Thai-Burma border’, Population, Space and Place 17(6): 742-55. https://doi.
org/10.1002/psp.639.

Fabian, Johannes. 1983. Time and the Other: How anthropology makes its object. New York: Columbia
University Press.

Gillespie, Marie, Souad Osseiran and Margie Cheesman. 2018. ‘Syrian refugees and the digital
passage to Europe: Smartphone infrastructures and affordances’, Social Media + Society 4(1):
1-12. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2056305118764440.

Griffiths, Melanie B. E. 2014. ‘Out of time: The temporal uncertainties of refused asylum seekers
and immigration detainees’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 40(12): 1991-2009.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2014.907737.

Hage, Ghassan. 2016. ‘Etat de si¢ge: A dying domesticating colonialism?’, American Ethnologist
43(1): 38-49. https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.12261.

Hage, Ghassan. 2017. Is Racism an Environmental Threat? Cambridge: Polity.

Harvey, David. 2004. ‘The “new” imperialism: Accumulation through dispossession’, Socialist
Register 40: 63-87.

Howden, Daniel. 2020. ‘Moria: Anti-shelter and the spectacle of deterrence’. In Structures of
Protection? Rethinking refugee shelter, edited by Tom Scott-Smith and Mark E. Breeze, 57-70.
New York: Berghahn.

MATERIAL CULTURE AND (FORCED) MIGRATION


https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12148
https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12148
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/8650112.stm
https://doi.org/10.1080/13696815.2012.751870
https://doi.org/10.25071/1920-7336.40138
https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.12791
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2015.1126085
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2015.1126085
https://www.rescue.org/sites/default/files/document/661/2006-7congomortalitysurvey.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.639
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.639
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2056305118764440
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2014.907737
https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.12261

Jackson, Michael. 2008. ‘The shock of the new: On migrant imaginaries and critical transitions’,
Ethnos 73(1): 57-72. https://doi.org/10.1080/00141840801927533.

Kabamba, Patience. 2010. ‘“Heart of Darkness”: Current images of the DRC and their theoretical
underpinning’, Anthropological Theory 10(3): 265-301. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1463499610372248.

Kelly, Jocelyn T. D. 2014. ““This mine has become our farmland”: Critical perspectives on the
coevolution of artisanal mining and conflict in the Democratic Republic of the Congo’, Resources
Policy 40: 100-8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2013.12.003.

Khosravi, Shahram. 2010. Tilegal’ Traveller: An auto-ethnography of borders. Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan. doi:10.1057/9780230281325.

Khosravi, Shahram. 2019. ‘What do we see if we look at the border from the other side?’, Social
Anthropology 27(3): 409-24. https://doi.org/10.1111/1469-8676.12685.

Koselleck, Reinhart. 1988. Critique and Crisis: Enlightenment and the pathogenesis of modern society.
Oxford and New York: Berg.

Kuschminder, Katie. 2020. ‘Before disembarkation: Eritrean and Nigerian migrants’ journeys within
Africa’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 47(14): 3260-75. https://doi.org/10.1080/13
69183X.2020.1804192.

Larsen, Birgitte Romme. 2011. ‘Drawing back the curtains: The role of domestic space in the
inclusion and exclusion of refugees in rural Denmark’, Social Analysis 55(2): 142-58. https://
doi.org/10.3167/5a.2011.550208.

Laudati, Ann. 2013. ‘Beyond minerals: Broadening “economies of violence” in eastern Democratic
Republic of Congo’, Review of African Political Economy 40(135): 32-50. https://doi.org/10.1
080/03056244.2012.760446.

Lems, Annika, Kathrin Oester and Sabine Strasser. 2020. ‘Children of the crisis: Ethnographic
perspectives on unaccompanied refugee youth in and en route to Europe’, Journal of Ethnic
and Migration Studies 46(2): 315-35. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2019.1584697.

Malkki, Liisa H. 1995. ‘Refugees and exile: From “refugee studies” to the national order of things’,
Annual Review of Anthropology 24: 495-523. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.an.
24.100195.002431.

Mantz, Jeffrey. 2008. ‘Blood diamonds of the digital age: Coltan and the eastern Congo’, Global
Studies Review 4(3): 12-14.

Mbembe, Achille. 2001. On the Postcolony. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Mould, Oliver. 2018. ‘The not-so-concrete Jungle: Material precarity in the Calais refugee camp’,
Cultural Geographies 25(3): 393-409. https://doi.org/10.1177/1474474017697457.

Navarro, Tami. 2017. ‘But some of us are broke: Race, gender, and the neoliberalization of the
academy’, American Anthropologist 119(3): 506-17. https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12888.

Oesch, Lucas. 2019. ‘The politics of temporariness and the materiality of refugee camps’. In Arrival
Infrastructures: Migration and urban social mobilities, edited by Bruno Meeus, Karel Arnaut
and Bas van Heur, 229-48. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan. http://dx.doi.org/
10.1007/978-3-319-91167-0.

Povinelli, Elizabeth A. 2011. Economies of Abandonment: Social belonging and endurance in late
liberalism. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Ramsay, Georgina. 2017. ‘Incommensurable futures and displaced lives: Sovereignty as control over
time’, Public Culture 29(3): 515-38. https://doi.org/10.1215/08992363-3869584.

Ramsay, Georgina. 2019. ‘Time and the other in crisis: How anthropology makes its displaced
object’, Anthropological Theory 20(4): 385-413. https://doi.org/10.1177/1463499619840464.

Roitman, Janet. 2013. Anti-Crisis. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Rotter, Rebecca. 2016. ‘Waiting in the asylum determination process: Just an empty interlude?’,
Time & Society 25(1): 80-101. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0961463X15613654.

Salazar, Noel B. 2011. ‘Tanzanian migration imaginaries’. In Migration and Culture, edited by Robin
Cohen and Gunvor Jénsson, 673-87. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Shire, Warsan. 2016. ‘Home’. Accessed 14 August 2021. https://www.facinghistory.org/standing-
up-hatred-intolerance/warsan-shire-home.

Smith, James H. 2015. ‘“May it never end”: Price wars, networks, and temporality in the “3 Ts”
mining trade of the Eastern DR Congo’, HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 5(1): 1-34.
https://doi.org/10.14318/hau5.1.002.

Tsing, Anna Lowenhaupt. 2015. The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the possibility of life in
capitalist ruins. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

MATERIALISING TRANSFORMATIVE FUTURES

51


https://doi.org/10.1080/00141840801927533
https://doi.org/10.1177/1463499610372248
https://doi.org/10.1177/1463499610372248
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2013.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1111/1469-8676.12685
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1804192
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1804192
https://doi.org/10.3167/sa.2011.550208
https://doi.org/10.3167/sa.2011.550208
https://doi.org/10.1080/03056244.2012.760446
https://doi.org/10.1080/03056244.2012.760446
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2019.1584697
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.an.24.100195.002431
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.an.24.100195.002431
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474474017697457
https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12888
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91167-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-91167-0
https://doi.org/10.1215/08992363-3869584
https://doi.org/10.1177/1463499619840464
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0961463X15613654
https://www.facinghistory.org/standing-up-hatred-intolerance/warsan-shire-home
https://www.facinghistory.org/standing-up-hatred-intolerance/warsan-shire-home
https://doi.org/10.14318/hau5.1.002

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. 2020. ‘Figures at a glance’. Accessed 9 August
2020. https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html.

Verweijen, Judith. 2017. ‘Luddites in the Congo? Analyzing violent responses to the expansion of
industrial mining amidst militarization’, City 21(3-4): 466-82. https://doi.org/10.1080/136
04813.2017.1331567.

Vigh, Henrik. 2008. ‘Crisis and chronicity: Anthropological perspectives on continuous conflict and
decline’, Ethnos 73(1): 5-24. https://doi.org/10.1080/00141840801927509.

Vigh, Henrik. 2009. ‘Wayward migration: On imagined futures and technological voids’, Ethnos
74(1): 91-109. https://doi.org/10.1080/00141840902751220.

Vigh, Henrik. 2010. ‘Motion squared: A second look at the concept of social navigation’,
Anthropological Theory 9(4): 419-38. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1463499609356044.
Whyte, Zachary, Birgitte Romme Larsen and Karen Fog Olwig. 2018. ‘New neighbours in a time of
change: Local pragmatics and the perception of asylum centers in rural Denmark’, Journal of
Ethnic and Migration Studies 45(11): 1953-69. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.

2018.1482741.

Whyte, Zachary, Birgitte Romme Larsen and Mona Schaldemose. 2018. ‘The role of rural grocery
stores in refugee reception’, Forced Migration Review 58: 24-5.

Wimmer, Andreas and Nina Glick Schiller. 2002. ‘Methodological nationalism and beyond: Nation-
state building, migration and the social sciences’, Global Networks 2(4): 301-34. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1471-0374.00043.

MATERIAL CULTURE AND (FORCED) MIGRATION


https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2017.1331567
https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2017.1331567
https://doi.org/10.1080/00141840801927509
https://doi.org/10.1080/00141840902751220
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1463499609356044
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1482741
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1482741
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-0374.00043
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-0374.00043

2

Camps as vessels of hope
Simon Turner

Introduction

Refugee settlements, shelters, hotspots, etc. are often the favourite means for
authorities — be it states, UN agencies or NGOs — to deal with mobile
populations that are seen as matter out of space (Kreichauf 2018). With their
clearly demarcated borders, monotonous housing and grid-like
infrastructures, they stick out like a sore thumb, and give us the impression
of being exceptional spaces. Often, those who inhabit them do so against
their will; they are forced into the confinement of the camps, where their
lives are put on hold while they wait for others to make decisions on their
futures. We would assume that the camp as a place of waiting and
confinement surely leads to a sense of stuckness for those who are forced to
live there. However, we should not let the aesthetics of the camp —its straight
lines and monotonous housing — lead us to assume that life in the camps is
simply set on standby. Similarly, we should not assume that the official
objective of confinement — of stopping movement — is achieved. Empirical
ethnographic studies reveal that life in camps is more complex (Bochmann
2018; B. Jansen 2011; McConnachie 2014; Ramadan and Fregonese 2017).
While camps might at first sight signal immobility, they may also act as
junctions for onward mobility. They may be perceived — and used - as
stepping stones or waiting rooms for onward mobility. This is what my
colleagues and I have termed ‘carceral junctions’: places that simultaneously
incarcerate and connect.' Related to this, we must not assume a link between
physical immobility and existential stuckness, just as we must not equate
mobility with freedom and agency (Bissell 2007; Jefferson et al. 2019).
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In the following, I will unpack the concepts of confinement,
stuckness and (im)mobility in relation to camps. Central to my chapter
will be adding temporality to a debate that easily lends itself to spatial
analyses. I will discuss how questions of anticipation — both in the sense
of hope and in the sense of anxiety — qualify the sense of stuckness,
arguing that stuckness is a question of whether or not one is able to see
possible futures.

Carceral junctions

Since the publication of Giorgio Agamben’s Homo Sacer in 1998, his
thoughts about the camp have been a source of inspiration and
contestation in studies of concrete refugee camps, detention centres and
other sites of confinement. On the one hand, scholars have been inspired
by his ideas of ‘bare life’ and sovereign power to try to understand the
nature of contemporary encampments of migrant populations, whether
irregular migrants, asylum seekers or rejected refugees (Diken and
Laustsen 2006; Edkins 2000; Minca 2015). Meanwhile, a number of
studies have emerged that counter Agamben’s conceptualisation of the
camp, arguing — often from an empirically based or ethnographic point of
view — that refugees do not become ‘bare life’, and that life goes on in the
camp (Bochmann 2018; Oesch 2017; Owens 2009; Maestri and Hughes
2017; Redclift 2013). Irit Katz calls it ‘Between Bare Life and Everyday
Life’ (Katz 2017). Nando Sigona has, for instance, introduced the concept
‘campzenship’ to illustrate that a form of citizenship takes place within
the camps (Sigona 2015). Adam Ramadan argues from his studies in the
Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon that these camps are spaces of
resistance and (political) struggle and not just exceptional spaces of bare
life (Ramadan 2013). However, we must be careful not to make a false
opposition between Agamben’s philosophical conceptualisation of the
camp as the nomos of our time and the empirical evidence that shows that
refugees have ‘agency’ despite the camp, and conclude that Agamben is
therefore wrong. Rather, I argue that it is the exceptional character of the
camp that at once depoliticises and hyper-politicises the space of the
camp (S. Turner 2016b). In other words, it is the camp itself that creates
these new subjectivities.

Others — inspired by new materialism — have been exploring the
materiality of the camp to understand how the camp both constrains
inhabitants and creates new possibilities. Abourahme (2015) in particular
makes this argument. By exploring assemblages of people, ideas and
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things, he shows how things — in his case cement — have the capacity to
spill over and to create unintended consequences that are neither the
planned outcomes of juridico-political plans nor the result of heroic
resistance. Meiches characterises the camp, as opposed to, for instance,
the prison, by its elasticity, because it can be swiftly redesigned for new
tasks, and claims that this elasticity makes it ripe for new forms of
adaptation and resistance (Meiches 2015, 3). In their study of housing
modules, built for Bosnian refugees in Denmark with the explicit aim of
being modular, flexible and mobile, Whyte and Ulfstjerne found that the
infrastructures left traces of their histories, even when repurposed
(Z. Whyte and Ulfstjerne 2020). Similarly, Ghandour-Demiri and Passas
in this volume argue that camps (in Greece) rely on former material
infrastructures that allow, but also constrain, adaptations and
transformations in different ways. I elaborate on the materiality of the
camp below.

By seeing the camp as both carceral and a junction, I seek to expand
upon this approach. While the camp obviously creates limits and
exclusions, it also allows and creates movement of various kinds. The
movement of bodies, hopes and structures through the camp, and the
bringing together of different actors and rationalities at the junction, are
productive in the Foucauldian sense, that new subjectivities may emerge
at these junctions. In other words, while much of the literature on camps
has criticised Agamben’s understanding of the camp by showing
empirically that the camp is, indeed, complex and ambiguous (Holzer and
Warren 2015; B. Jansen 2011; Oesch 2017; Sigona 2015), I believe that
the idea of the carceral junction is a way of understanding where this
resistance, agency or politics comes from. The carceral junction as a
concept holds within it both aspects of the camp, and is therefore able to
explain the fact that camps have these apparently contradictory
characteristics. While the carceral may explain the structures that create
and control the camp, the junctions on the other hand might help explain
why such subjectivities emerge, without falling into idealised ideas of
agency and resistance from below.

Junctions are places where the traveller pauses, ponders, and takes
his or her bearings, before making the next move. But junctions are also
interfaces, places where two streams of traffic meet. And these interfaces
can be productive of new subjectivities and new trajectories. Agier uses
the term ‘carrefours’ (crossroads) to suggest that camps are places of
cosmopolitan intersection (Agier 2014, 19). I observed this concretely in
the refugee camps in Tanzania, when refugees told me that they had
learned from other nationalities in the camp. The Burundian refugees
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claimed that they had learned from the Rwandans to be more assertive,
which helped them in their business activities in the camp and in playing
tricks with the UNHCR. Likewise, I observed that they were learning the
jargon of international NGOs, in order to find a new position in the camp.
They were convinced that their contact with the Rwandans and their
experience from the camp would help them in their future political
struggles (S. Turner 2010). The junction can in other words be a
crossroads where different groups meet — like streams of traffic — and
mingle. It can, however, be a junction where different ‘levels’ and
rationalities intersect, such as the refugees passing through the camp, the
NGO staff working there and the police controlling the camp.

The concept ‘carceral junctions’ is a means to come to terms with the
paradoxical nature of the camp, as I try to go beyond the either/or
understanding of the camp, that is, either confinement or mobility, either
structure or agency, either Agamben’s state of exception or a space of new
political subjectivities. The key point is that camps are at once sites of
confinement and junctions that connect and enable mobility; they are at
once sites of state sovereignty and junctions where migrants navigate,
evade and negotiate these enactments to reach other destinations. The
concept thus challenges common-sense dichotomies of confinement/
freedom, mobility/immobility and structure/agency, in a bid to
understand the policies of encampment and refugee mobility as more
than opposing processes.

In the following I unfold this understanding of the camp as a
carceral junction by following the spatiality and the temporality of the
camp. Because the most immediate defining characteristic of the camp is
its unique and exceptional spatiality, this has been well described in the
literature, and I will instead devote most of this chapter to the temporal
aspect of the camp in my search for an understanding of the paradoxical
nature of the camp.

Confining spaces

As mentioned above, we cannot simply assume a link between mobility
and certain forms of liberated subjectivity. Recent debates in carceral
geography that combine geography and prison studies have grappled
with the relationship between forced immobility and agency, challenging
received wisdoms on the subject. While camps are not prisons, there are
certainly overlaps in the ways in which they confine those living in them
(Jefferson et al. 2019). Similarly, scholars have argued that the boundaries
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between the criminal justice system and immigration enforcement
systems have increasingly become blurred (Bosworth and Guild 2008;
Drotbohm and Hasselberg 2015). According to D. Moran et al. (2013), we
are witnessing the enrolment of increasingly diverse places, such as
immigration detention centres, homes, hospitals, ghettos and camps, as
carceral landscapes.

Carceral geographers have sought to destabilise the categories
through which confinement is typically understood (D. Moran et al.
2013). Mobility itself, they argue, can be punitive and has always been an
element of routines within prisons: forced movement from the cells to
common rooms to the exercise yard, and movement between prisons (D.
Moran 2015). As Nick Gill puts it, ‘mobility is perfectly commensurate
with confinement and has been used as a constituent element of
confinement within prisons for many years’ (Gill 2013). Similarly,
Jennifer Turner and Kimberley Peters (2017) argue that we must explore
what they term ‘carceral mobilities’.

In order to understand this ambiguity between movement and
confinement, we might look at the materiality of the camp. Inspired by
Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) theories on assemblages, Benjamin
Meiches makes a compelling argument on the emergence of camps,
beyond what he terms the anthropocentric bias of seeing camps as merely
derivative of social structures (Meiches 2015, 3). Assemblages of human
and non-human actants have created the camp. He focuses on three
‘singularities’ by which the capacities of materials have enabled the
emergence of camps: the invention of barbed wire, new kinds of colonial
warfare that sought to target a population in need of ‘humane treatment’,
and the growth of a transport system, capable of providing the logistics of
such population concentrations outside cities. ‘The combination of these
capacities made the camp an ideal machine for combining the capacities
of barbed wire, transit, and war to produce a new highly mobile form of
political control capable of converting a dispersed mass into a governable
population’ (Meiches 2015, 485). The result is that camps are transient:
they are easily established and easily changed or dismantled. Their task
is not to discipline and produce docile bodies (as in Bentham’s panopticon)
but to contain and to give shelter in a malleable, flexible manner. The
paradoxical nature of the camp is that it is elastic and mobile while also
stopping movement and creating concentrations of people.

In sum, camps are ‘elastic’ and transient, and their purpose is more
to concentrate populations than to discipline them. But they are also
carceral, as ‘the camp functions as a machine for converting molecular
flows into stable molar “concentrations”’ (Meiches 2015, 487). And while
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the camp may be carceral, carceral geography warns us not to assume a
link between being stuck in space and being existentially stuck. To
elaborate on this question, we must turn to the temporality of the camp.

Waiting

Space is clearly central to how we may approach confinement and
stuckness: camps are clearly visible in space with their straight lines and
their fences. The language we use is spatial, movement linking to agency,
and stillness linking to social death. But there are also temporal metaphors
in common language about confinement. Stuckness is associated with
waiting and wasting time, as we see in the English expression for being in
prison, ‘doing time’. To be stuck is both spatial and temporal.

In the words of the architect Charlie Hailey (2009, 4), ‘Just as they
are lodged spatially between the open and the closed, camps exist
between the temporary and the permanent. From the outset, camps are
understood as having a limited, although sometimes indeterminate,
duration.’

Refugee camps are by definition temporary; they are never meant to
remain where they are permanently. In practice, however, camps may
become quasi-permanent, and, more importantly, their temporary nature
remains undecided in the sense that neither those in charge of establishing
the camps nor those who inhabit them know how long the camp will
remain or for how long the individual refugee will stay in the camp.

While large numbers of refugees reside in camps, none of the three
durable solutions favoured by UNHCR - repatriation, resettlement and
local integration — mentions camps, which means that millions of
displaced persons live in situations that are deemed non-viable by those
who are in charge of them. These situations in which the temporary
becomes permanent — akin to Agamben’s idea of a ‘permanent state of
exception’ — are given the contradictory term ‘protracted refugee crisis’ by
humanitarian organisations in charge of the camps.

Time in camps is often portrayed by those who live in them as time
on standby, as if time stood still in the camp while moving relentlessly on
outside it, creating a fear of being left behind and becoming out of touch.
I heard this again and again when I did my fieldwork in a refugee camp:
‘We are left behind. We are losing out.” One of the most striking
characteristics of camps is the way in which the control of time is taken
away from people. In other words, the unfreedom of their confinement is
often more temporal than spatial. This affects the sense of having or not
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having a future which is essential to the strategies that they adapt in the
present. What seems at stake is the individual’s ability (or lack of it) to
imagine a future, and to propel themselves towards such a future.

A central debate in the literature on waiting is whether it is somehow
disempowering for those who are forced to wait, or whether waiting may
be perceived as active and productive. In his critique of the mobilities turn
in geography, Bissell argues that this literature privileges mobility over
stasis. ‘It is somehow “better”, culturally, economically and politically, to
be mobile than immobile’ (Bissell 2007, 280). As a consequence, ‘waiting
is a universal experience’ (Bournes and Mitchell 2002, in Bissell 2007,
283), and this experience is negative. Inspired by Henri Lefebvre’s neo-
Marxist ideas about time, the mobilities school perceives waiting as ‘a
product of bureaucratic appropriation of everyday life’ (J. Moran 2004,
quoted in Bissell 2007, 282). From a more Foucauldian point of view,
Auyero (2011) shows how forcing the poor to wait may be perceived as a
way of exercising power and disciplining subjects.

While waiting is related to disesmpowerment and precarity (just as
forcing others to wait can be a means of exercising power), there are other
sides to waiting that have been explored by geographers and
anthropologists in recent years. Craig Jeffrey’s work on ‘time-pass’ and
chronic waiting among urban Indian youth is one of the best examples of
exploring the everyday workings of waiting, rather than assuming its
‘negative’ effects (Jeffrey 2008, 2010). He argues that ‘waiting must be
understood not as the capacity to ride out the passage of time or as the
absence of action, but rather as an active, conscious, materialized practice
in which people forge new political strategies’ (Jeffrey 2008, 957; 2010).
In her ethnography of Guliston, a Tadjik village from where most of the
adult men have migrated to Russia, Ibafiez Tirado (2018) has similarly
attempted to reconcile structure and agency in the act of waiting. She
shows that the activities and interactions that take place in Guliston,
while the inhabitants are engaged in strategies of waiting for relatives to
return, create socialities and relations of care, contributing ‘to the
production of Guliston as a dynamic place at the centre of a circulation of
care’ (Ibafez Tirado 2018, 329).

Authors such as Jeffrey and Ibafiez Tirado show how people ‘get on’
with everyday activities while waiting. Those who are left behind do not
just sit down and wait, even though they might talk about time as empty,
dead or on standby. I found similar dynamics taking place in the refugee
settlement in Tanzania and among Burundian refugees, staying without
papers on the outskirts of Nairobi. From my point of view as the outside
observer, I could register activities taking place, filling the empty time of
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the camp with sociality, politics and entrepreneurship. According to this
sociological perspective, the refugees were actively engaged in trading in
food rations and goods, smuggled across the border. They built churches,
mosques and schools. They were engaged in party politics and fighting
the regime that had forced them to flee. Meanwhile, they would always
emphasise that their lives were on standby and the camp was just a
temporary stopover.

This tension between actively appropriating the place of enforced
waiting on the one hand while discursively maintaining the temporariness
of the situation on the other hand was even more evident in Nairobi. In
Nairobi I found two very different groups of Burundians. One group was
settled in the multicultural areas of Pumwani and California Estate where
they spoke Swahili and blended into the local, informal economy as
hairdressers, tailors and the like. They were not waiting but working on
becoming part of East Africa’s most cosmopolitan city (S. Turner 2015). The
other group lived in Kawangware and around Dagoretti Corner where other
rural immigrants had recently settled on the outskirts of the city. When I
asked them how they survived, their response would be, ‘We live off
miracles.’ [ knew that they received remittances from relatives in Europe and
occasional support from relatives in the camps. They also received stipends
of some sort from churches. Finally, they had odd jobs such as teaching
French. However, they had no interest in becoming embedded in this city.
For them it was simply a stepping stone or what Jansen has called a portal
(B. Jansen 2008) to somewhere else. In other words, it was important for
these refugees to be waiting rather than settling in. The active act of waiting
gave them access to better futures elsewhere (S. Turner 2016a).

While scholars like Ibafiez Tirado and Honwana (2012) show how
waiting time can be filled with activity and agency, I argue that the act of
waiting is agentic in itself. In her ethnography of internally displaced
persons (IDPs) in Thbilisi, Georgia, Cathrine Brun makes similar
observations (Brun 2015). She explores what she calls ‘agency-in-
waiting’, thus dispelling the idea that people who are waiting are stripped
of agency. Jeffrey makes a similar argument when arguing that waiting
becomes a political strategy. It might seem that I am thus retaining the
opposition between mobility as productive and empowering and
immobility as wasted, disempowering time. However, my argument is
that our critique of the dichotomy between mobility and immobility
should not result in the notion that waiting time is like any other time,
erasing the exceptional qualities of waiting time. I argue that in some
cases, waiting in the present — without filling waiting time with meaning
here and now - is a strategy to move towards a desired future. The
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refugees in Nairobi perceived their present as a sacrifice that was an
investment in future options.

The temporality of the camp can thus be explored at three levels.
First is the conceptual level of speed and stasis, as explored in the
mobilities literature. Camps represent spaces of low velocity, where travel
grinds to a halt, creating situations of waiting. There are strong similarities
here to Agamben’s ideas of the camp as a space of exception, creating
homini sacri. Second is the level of practice, where we can observe what
actually takes place in the camp and confirm that agency is not missing.
This is similar to the many critiques that have been made of Agamben’s
work from a sociological, empirical point of view (Katz, Ramadan, Sigona,
Owens) and to the literature on waiting as practice. Finally is the level of
emic perceptions where the other two levels merge while, importantly,
being kept conceptually apart. This is where waiting is taken up as a
strategy in itself. This level is similar to the critique I have launched
elsewhere, namely that refugee camps are at once depoliticised,
exceptional spaces and hyper-politicised and that this is not just the result
of heroic agency but an effect of the depoliticisation (S. Turner 2016b).

Perhaps a way out of the conundrum is to remember the words ‘to’ and
‘for’, which often follow ‘wait’, when exploring waiting. I might agree that
waiting or ‘waithood’ (Honwana 2012) is interesting to explore as a social
practice in itself. However, by focusing solely on the practice of waiting, we
forget that people usually wait for something to happen or wait to do
something or go somewhere. In other words, waiting is future-oriented and
oriented towards change. It is towards the futures that we now turn.

Camps as vessels towards futures

In the permanently temporary time of the camp, imagining a future,
planning one’s life trajectory and acting accordingly in the present
becomes seriously challenged. Bourdieu argues that to anticipate is to
assess the forthcoming (a venir) in a pre-reflexive manner. It is to have a
‘sense for the game’ and, if we remain in the metaphor of the game, it is
to place oneself where one expects the ball to be in the near future. ‘This
means that the objective probabilities are determinant only for an agent
endowed with the sense of the game in the form of the capacity to
anticipate the forth-coming of the game’ (Bourdieu 2000, 211). In other
words, one’s practical knowledge — one’s habitus — must be in line with
the game in order to predict the immediate future. If one cannot predict
the forthcoming future — as he observes among the lumpenproletariat of
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the French banlieues — one cannot play the game and flounders between
unrealistic optimism (I am going to be a football star) and despair (it
doesn’t matter what I do in the present, I don’t have a future anyway).
From Bourdieu we might therefore conclude that life in the camps leads
to social death because there is no future.

Georgina Ramsay (2017) engages with the relationship between
sovereignty, futures and displacement and makes the convincing
argument that we might understand particular forms of sovereignty as
based on control over futures. This temporal sovereignty produces ‘a
temporal state of exception: a condition of living in a social tense that
does not correspond to the hegemonic timescapes of the governing
structures’ (Ramsay 2017, 532). Such temporal states of exception, she
argues, can create a condition of bare life in which one’s lack of control
over time makes it hard to make assumptions about the future.

Bourdieu and Ramsay nicely demonstrate how being able to foresee
a future and act accordingly is essential to subjectivity and control over
one’s own social being. Similarly, not being able to see a future may lead
to social death and existential stuckness (Jefferson et al. 2019). However,
insecurity and uncertainty may create new opportunities to imagine new
potential futures. In an edited volume, Ethnographies of Uncertainty in
Africa (Cooper and Pratten 2015), the authors argue that uncertainty —
produced by neoliberal reforms, flight and conflict — opens up possibilities
of alternative imaginaries of the future. In other words, the situations that
might rip the certainty about futures away from under your feet may also
be the situations that provide new openings for alternative futures. Susan
Whyte terms this acting in the present in relation to an unknown future
being in the ‘subjunctive mode’ (S. Whyte 2005). For individuals to
remain socially alive they need to be able to imagine a meaningful future
for themselves. This is where the concept of hope enters the picture: hope
as a means to anticipate a future and act accordingly in the present in
situations of uncertainty and unpredictability.

Anthropological studies of hope and aspirations have often been
conducted in situations of crisis or conflict (Da Col and Humphrey 2012;
Kleist and Jansen 2016; Pedersen 2019). Stef Jansen distinguishes
between transitive hope, as hope that has objects (‘I hope that my asylum
application will go through next month’), and intransitive hope, as
hopefulness or affect (‘I am hopeful that the future will be better’) (S.
Jansen 2014). Many scholars — including myself — have similarly
approached hope as intransitive and have especially regarded hope as
related to uncertainty and indeterminacy. Inspired by Ernst Bloch’s
(1986) ideas of hope as future-oriented and hence indeterminate, they
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claim that we may use hope as a lens to understand and explore
anticipation alongside how individuals orient themselves towards
unknown futures, rather than simply build on their pasts. Bloch’s
understanding of hope as ‘concrete utopia’ helps us beyond the transitive—
intransitive divide. ‘Concrete Utopia ... is anticipatory rather than
compensatory. It reaches forward to a real possible future, and involves
not merely wishful but will-full thinking .... Concrete utopia embodies
what Bloch claims as the essential utopian function, that of simultaneously
anticipating and effecting the future’ (Levitas 1990, 15). Concrete utopias
anticipate and effect the future; they do not just wait for them, and reality
does not just consist of what is but also of what is becoming (Levitas
1990, 17). Hope in the shape of concrete utopias thus brings the future
into the present as a realm of possibility.

In situations of precarity and uncertainty, such anticipation is
increasingly difficult but also increasingly important. Susan Whyte’s
concept of living in the ‘subjunctive mood’ — where one positions oneself
in relation to unknown futures ‘as if’ one knew — describes well the
anticipatory practices of ‘reaching forward’ towards possible futures in
such circumstances. There is a danger in these anthropological studies of
hope that we celebrate the ingenuity of the individual’s ability to hope
and aspire in situations of marginality and precarity and thereby ignore
the structural injustices and limitations to which they are subjected, as
Bourdieu reminds us. By giving refugees in camps agency and hope, we
risk ignoring the fact that camps are incarcerating, confining and limiting
their opportunities. Once again, we see the ambiguous nature of camps
— also in relation to temporality and future-making. Being existentially
stuck is not just about spatial stuckness — it is equally (perhaps even more)
about temporal stuckness, the inability to imagine a future — and to plan
accordingly. Camps seriously challenge the ability to see a future, but they
do not completely prevent it. Through hope, refugees in camps are able to
get glimpses of futures — for better or for worse — and are able to act
accordingly, avoiding social death and gaining some kind of agency.

Rather than perceiving this agency as an expression of heroic
resistance to the camp, I propose that the camp itself may act as a vessel of
hope. Being in a camp is to be in the ‘in-between’, which is spatially neither
here nor there and temporally cut off from the past and the future. And just
as being neither here nor there may lead to ‘anywhere’, so being cut off from
the past and from a pre-given future may open possibilities of other — better
— futures. The camp therefore on the one hand forces its inhabitants to live
in what seems an interminable present while on the other it affords
glimpses of hope, of concrete utopias into which one must lean forward.
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Conclusion

In this chapter I have tried in very general terms to investigate what
makes up a camp and to push some of our understandings of the camp —
challenging common assumptions about the relationship between human
mobility and agency and between confinement and social death.

The materiality of the camp limits the spatial mobility of the
refugees. It confines and directs their movements, as they have to remain
within certain limits, collect food and water in designated spaces, follow
building regulations, and only trade in designated marketplaces. Often,
the infrastructure is defined by health and fire hazards as well as the
logistics of humanitarian assistance. However, the materials of the camp
may also be repurposed by the refugees, thus creating what Abourahme
(2015) calls a ‘spill-over’. Holes in the fence, footpaths leading outside the
camp, trading tarpaulins, all mark how the materials and the
infrastructures spill over and no longer follow their original carceral
functions. Characteristically, the blue and white UNHCR tarpaulins that
are given to refugees for shelter become a dominant feature of the land-
and cityscapes that surround the camp for miles.

By adding a temporal aspect, we perhaps become better equipped to
understand the confining aspects of camps. It is the temporary nature of
camps and the fact that they are ‘permanently temporary’ that makes
them difficult places to live in.

Time in this sense is ‘time to come’: what will happen in the future?
Will I be able to move on? Will I get my permit or not? It is the future that
matters and agency lies in these anticipations of these unknown futures.
Through hope and anxiety, refugees and migrants try to navigate and act
in the present, however bad their present is.

Furthermore, I have proposed the idea of camps as carceral junctions
because camps are places that incarcerate. They stop movement. They
isolate and separate. But they also bring people together in new
constellations, what Agier has called ‘carrefours’ (crossroads). Furthermore,
they act as stepping stones for onward journeys, waiting rooms in which the
traveller pauses and gets her bearings, and as points at which one’s journey
might take a turn. By proposing the idea of carceral junctions. I have tried to
overcome the distinction between camps as structures and refugees as
agency and explore how camps can produce both stasis and movement.

Note

1 https://amis.ku.dk/research/camp/ (accessed 14 August 2021).
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Materialising methods: applying
things in (forced) migration research






Introduction
Friedemann Yi-Neumann

The research of material culture has taken a diverse range of
methodological approaches and been influenced by a number of different
disciplines, including social and cultural anthropology, sociology, and
classical and contemporary archaeology (Hicks 2010).! This part will
focus on anthropological and approaches, though. There is no coherent
methodical approach to material culture in the social and cultural
sciences. In 2020, Sophie Woodward published what could be considered
the first application-oriented monograph on the topic by bringing
together anthropological, archaeological and arts-based material culture
research methods.

Woodward (2014, 00:09) argues that, methodologically speaking,
‘material culture in itself isn’t a method per se but ... what we might think
about more as a kind of approach to research, ... to thinking about various
different topics.” In this volume, we propose similarly candid and
explorative perspectives on things: ranging from ethnographic to
archaeological to curatorial phenomenological to praxeological
perspectives, all seeking to explore how things matter, move and
transform (forced) migrations, and to look at how these things are used,
valued, worn and discarded, and how these things unite and bring
together, and how they divide and separate. Rather than merely
interpreting what things mean, it is vital that we understand the ‘synthetic
capability’ (Geismar and Horst 2004, 6) of the material and its extreme
flexibility in terms of social engagement and effect (Geismar and Horst
2004, 7). The perceptional, substantial and practical ‘changeabilities’ of
things (Stockhammer 2020, 37-43) are in themselves significant,
especially in (forced) migration research, where people have to
renegotiate themselves, and their belongings, in new environments.

Daniel Miller (2010, 48; 2007, 24-5) has tenaciously refused to
define what ‘materiality’ is, or how to research it, for this very openness is
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the great advantage of materiality, enabling ethnographers to look at
things in countless ways (see also Dudley 2021, 11). At the same time,
this sort of refusal to specify materiality or how it should be studied may
be a reason for the lack of concrete methodological frameworks — except
in archaeology — that is based on the anthropological assumption that any
issues will somehow be resolved during ethnographic fieldwork.

Indeed, things can become especially fruitful research objects or
subjects. If used unthinkingly or as supposedly intrinsic ‘markers’,
however, they can become problematic objects for manifesting and
essentialising ‘knowledge’ about ‘others’ (Galitzine-Loumpet 2020, 42).
Nevertheless, using things ethnographically can have an unsettling
potential, pushing researchers to reflect on their approaches, perspectives
and assumptions and, above all, the relevance of things in a certain setting
(see Elena Hopfner in this volume). In other words, migration scholars do
not only follow things; they actively employ them, and change their
courses, roles and (interim) destinations, for better or for worse.

However, people on the move do not simply bring belongings with
them along infrastructures of movement such as cars, ships or streets, and
by circumventing or crossing structures of partitioning such as borders; they
also establish themselves in new environments and condition and assemble
things in new ways by bringing them into ‘contact’ (see for instance
Greenblatt 2009). Limiting material (forced) migration research to
‘migrants and their possessions’, therefore, is a methodological mistake
since a profound perspective also has to take into account the social, cultural
and political conditions and movements of migration (Romhild 2015).

Ethnographic approaches to things

The in-depth and comprehensive understandings of ethnographic
approaches make them powerful in the study of material migrations and
their broader conditions. (Material) ethnography is characterised by the
employment of and experimention with a wide range of methods, including
participation, observation, ethnographic interviewing, informal
conversations and multi-sited research (Woodward 2020, 119; O’'Neill
2012; Hamilakis and Anagnostopoulos 2009, 75), all based on the
establishment of relationships of trusts with interlocutors. That being said,
different methodological tools also provide different perspectives on things.
I would like to present some material methods relevant to migration
anthropology more generally, and to the contributions in this volume.
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Things and biographies

One of the most commonly applied methodological concepts in material
culture studies is undoubtedly the (cultural) biography of things (Kopytoff
1986; on biographical approaches, see Yi-Neumann, Chapter 4 in this
volume). This approach seeks to understand the altering forms and social
functions of material objects by examining their shifts between different
social and economic spheres (for instance as gifts or commodities) in
which the objects are re-embedded and can gain singular value. With his
highly influential approach to multi-sited ethnography, George Marcus
(1995) took up and extended the idea of a cultural biography of things,
issuing the dictum follow the things (and the people, the metaphors, the
stories and the conflicts). These five dictums have been — implicitly and
explicitly — applied in many studies of (forced) migrations;> and today the
concept of following has become a key component in the ethnographic
toolkit for material culture approaches to forced migration, mobility and
beyond (see for example Dudley 2021, and Sanli in this volume).

The term ‘biography’ as a metaphor for keeping track of things has
been criticised for various reasons by material culture scholars. However,
the alternative terminologies that have been proposed have proven
unwieldy.® Therefore, while the authors in this volume talk of the
‘biographies of things’, they do so with caution, understanding biography
to mean open-ended, multi-directional, entangled, and transformative in
a social (materiality) and substantial (material) sense.

While the ‘biographies of things’ approach facilitates a critical
understanding of the shifts, recontextualisations and transformations of
things on a societal and cultural level, the anthropologist Janet Hoskins’s
(1998) concept of biographical objects adds another dimension to the
relationship between people and things. By examining biographical
objects, Hoskins seeks to grasp how things become part of people’s
biographies through practical and mobile employment over time, and
how these personal items are then used to express people’s biographies in
return (see also Miller 2010, 65). In the context of forced migration in
particular, a number of journalists* and critical migration scholars (for
example Alexandre-Garner and Galitzine-Loumpet 2020) have used
biographical objects as a lens to look at the evolvement, movements and
(bio)politics of human-thing ties.

Together, these biographical approaches allow researchers to
comprehend not only the material shifts and transformations, along with
practices, preceptions and movements, but also the conflation of humans
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and things over time. In the following section, we turn to approaches
that are meant to unearth and verbalise the often unconscious
attachments to things.

Object-based conversations

As the cornerstone of ethnographic fieldwork, participant observation is
usually complemented by ethnographic interviewing to better understand
the observed by contrasting and collating it with the spoken (Hahn 2013,
78-80). Ethnographic interviews are characterised by ongoing trustful
relationships and a certain openness regarding the questions and course
of conversations (Heyl 2007, 369). In such conversations, things can
serve as multivocal ‘prompts’ and reference points.

While constructivist scholars have stated that all conversation
participants (co)produce knowledge (Briggs 2007, 554), material
anthropologists have underlined the active role of things in these
conversations. This argument led anthropologists to conduct research (on
forced migrations) from the point of view of the material objects themselves
as a heuristiclens (Dudley 2021; Giaccardi et al. 2016; Henare et al. 2007).
Things, they argue from experience, can have vigorous and surprising
affects (Woodward 2020, 36). As things matter beyond words or signs of
meaning (Auslander 2005; Hoskins 1998), it can be necessary for
interviewers to pay attention to interlocutors’ silences, their inability and
sometimes refusal to express sensations, emotions and connections to
things in words (Woodward 2020, 39-41). Object-based interviews focus
not only on single, biographical or valuable possessions, but also on
seemingly unimportant or insignificant things. The relevance of such things
is often realised only when they become objects of attention and reflection,
or when they spark irritations in the everyday. In this light, the nexus of
affective unpredictability and consistency in things makes them
methodologically promising to examine (Neumann and Hahn 2019, 41-2).

Researchers conducting material ethnographic research in the
context of (forced) migration require, in particular, empathy, sensitivity
and consideration. A lack of sensitivity or understanding can result in
problematic transgressions of boundaries drawn by interlocutors, who
are often denied privacy, certainty and consistency. Ethnographers have
to comprehend and respect such boundaries, related as they are to specific
research contexts, and not as things that need to be transgressed to ‘unveil
the truth’ (Klingenberg 2019). Here, researchers should prioritise doing
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no harm to interlocutors, but also aim to go beyond that by developing
collaborations beneficial to both parties (Mackenzie et al. 2007).

The underlying affective potency of things (Frykman and
Povrzanovi¢ Frykman 2016) can become a severe challenge for
researchers, sparking unpleasant or painful emotions. Possibly fearful
and mistrustful, interlocutors may interpret a researcher’s interest in
personal possessions as a cover for their ‘actual’ intentions: gathering
sensitive information (see Elena Hopfner in this volume). Moreover,
asking for permission to record audio, to film or to take photos, and
especially the term ‘interview’ itself, can be highly problematic in the
context of an asylum centre. We, the MatMig researchers, avoided the
word in our research in a German asylum reception centre.® In this
context, our interlocutors connected the term ‘interview’ with the Federal
Office for Migration and Refugees’ stressful, fear-laden interrogations
during asylum (application) procedures. In this light, it becomes clear
why many camp or reception facility residents may not be eager to expose
themselves to another ‘interview’.

In general, forms and variants of conversations and exchanges
about material objects have to be carefully adapted to research conditions
on the ground. Not least in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic, this need
to adopt new methods became (painfully) apparent to many
anthropologists. I turn to some remote approaches now.

Material remote ethnography

The Covid-19 pandemic has proved to be a substantial challenge to the
‘classic’ anthropological means of establishing trust with interlocutors,
the long-term field stay (Miller 2010, 11). People affected by the virus
and the measures to tackle it have had to develop new routines and adapt
to severely limited social interactions, interactions that are the basis of
participant observation. Similarly, ethnographers have had to develop
creative ways of studying the materiality of migration during the
pandemic (see Maruska Svasek in this volume). Digital anthropology (see
Miller 2018) is, of course, not new, and a number of works at least partly
related to migration have been produced in the last few years (Miller et
al. 2016; Whitehead and Wesch 2012; Hine 2000). Indeed, some digital
anthropologists have explicitly elaborated the relationship between the
virtual and material cultures (Pink et al. 2016a). This parallel between
the virtual and the material may not come as a surprise, since things have
also been conceptualised as ‘bundles of relations’ (Fowler and Harris
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2015) and can therefore be studied in similar ways.® In other words,
virtual space does not make things obsolete; rather, they remain research
objects in the digital realm and, in this context, prompt other, new
questions about how things are entangled and how they matter (Pink et
al. 2016b, 59-78). Migration anthropologists have also examined the
materiality of information and communications technologies (ICTs) and
how they affect people’s lives (e.g. Madianou and Miller 2012).

However, the pandemic has unveiled not only new urgencies and
potentialities of digital fieldwork, but also the challenges it poses to
established means of ethnographic research. Anthropologists are now
forced to establish trust, personal relations and cooperation via ICTs
(Palmberger and Budka 2020). Digital anthropological approaches have,
almost overnight, developed from a marginal phenomenon into a key set
of tools. While many analogue researchers struggle with the seemingly
limited scope digital access entails, for others these circumstances have
become an incentive to engage in dynamic and intense research through
a plethora of different devices, apps and methods of (collaborative) data
collection (Ramella et al. 2017). These engagements may differ, especially
in terms of perception, but they are not necessarily inferior to conventional
field research in terms of intensity, proximity and productivity (see Bayat
Tork forthcoming). These remote tools are wide-ranging, from messenger
and social media groups to text-based and visuals-based methods to
digital diaries, story completion methods, and design/art/material-based
approaches. Here, new issues about private and public realms can appear
even though the fundamental anthropological task of collaborating with
people (on the move) in depth and contextualising migrations by their
material conditions remains similar. The use of ICTs in anthropology,
though, requires the development and employment of considerate,
creative and empathetic approaches to in-depth research, be it online or
on the ground.

Translating, piling, assembling

In the course of migrations, things are ‘brought over’. This does not mean,
though, that they simply move unaltered from A to B. Rather, things are
‘translated’, recontextualised, and re-engaged in new environments as
people struggle to establish themselves in new and often challenging
(forced) migration contexts. These material shifts mean material
transformations and appropriations (Basu and Coleman 2008, 327-8),
even in quite precarious contexts. This process is related to the following
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question: to what extent do things remain what they were, or do they
become new entities with new qualities when becoming embedded and
used in new environments?

Forced migrants, in particular, are often confronted with the loss
and destruction of their belongings. By applying archaeological methods
to the examination of the material remains and structures destroyed in
the Dzhangal (‘Jungle’) Camp in Calais, Sarah Mallet and Louise Fowler
(in this volume) prove, illustrate and contextualise the extensive use of
violence and destruction by police in clearing the camp. In reassembling
the materialisation of border politics, they show how people are violently
pushed to society’s margins, and how their provisional shelters and
infrastructures for survival are destroyed.

Material culture scholars have studied boundary-making in more
ordinary, quotidian contexts as well. In her work on privacy, Christena
Nippert-Eng (2010, 97-158) asks interlocutors to discuss quotidian
things, like the contents of their handbag. In recontextualising these
things, and by piling and shifting them, she unearths how things matter
in relation to one another, and how people negotiate boundaries of
privacy along and between them.

Thus, seeking to understand not only the relational relevance
between things but also their categorisation can provide valuable insights.
Visual documentation — photos, self-narrated video tours, mapping — of
contexts and practices shows how things matter in and as constellative ties
and boundaries (Woodward 2020, 74-84). Scholars who work on home or
home cultures have contributed to an analytical understanding of the
material constellations, relatedness and boundaries in (forced) migrations.
Focusing on sensory and transformative assemblages and the
rearrangement and appropriations of material objects allows for a thing-
based analysis of power struggles, of strategies, of place-making and of a
sense of home in transnational (forced) migrations and everyday lives (see
Boccagni 2020, 2014; Dudley 2011; Bonfanti 2020; Senoguz forthcoming).

Reassembling material objects in museum displays is another form
of recontextualising material culture. In the early 1980s, Daniel Miller
(see Hicks 2010, 54-5) critiqued ethnoarchaeological approaches which
fetishised archaeological objects by understanding them as tags standing
for certain ‘cultural groups’. Such representative claims are problematic
because exhibits often become or became part of collections through
random, bizarre and questionable means (Appadurai 2017, 402-5), to
name an example. This critique is also relevant to discussions of and
disputes over the frequently violent colonial ‘appropriation’ of material
objects, for instance the role of ethnographic collections and the ways
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researchers and curators use(d) and (do not) reconstitute them (see for
example Thomas 1991, 125-84; Clifford 1997, 197-219, 278-98; Basu
2017, 135-9; Hicks 2020).

Forced migration scholars, migrants and activists have also used
material objects to ‘queer’ classical heritage institutions (see Mallet and
Fowler, Sanli and Suhr in this volume) by bringing materials seen as
rubbish or waste into museums. In so doing, they seek to display the
precarious realities of the border, and human rights violations, and to
show how experiences and perspectives are multiple.” In a similar vein,
engaging collections in participatory research has been considered an
effective and viable tool for reflecting on issues, voids and the relevance
of museum collections (Friberg and Huvila 2019). Others have challenged
the institutional privilege of displaying ‘original objects’ and developed
impressive curatorial answers in order to overcome this issue and
democratise migration exhibitions.®

Summary

The anthropology of material culture is not a single method, but rather
entails a wide range of adaptable approaches. In this introduction, I have
presented a short overview of material culture methodologies relevant to
engaged ethnographic research in the context of (forced) migrations.
Biographical approaches allow for an understanding of the transformative
entanglements of things and humans over time. Material culture’s affective
potential — for example by recognising the emotional significance of
personal belongings — can stimulate and drive insightful conversations and
interviews during ethnographic research. The use of ICTs and digital
anthropology - especially in the context of Covid-19 - allows for
ethnographic fieldwork with interlocutors on a daily basis, for engagement
in their routines, as well as practical and quotidian material engagement
over distance. Understanding and documenting assemblages, from
borderlands to homes, allow for a detailed and profound personal, social
and political form of contextualising (forced) migrations. At the same time,
researchers are developing new assemblages such as museum displays,
moving from ethnographic documentation to object-based forms of
representation, which themselves become important subjects of research.
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Contributions to Part Il

Part I comprises contributions from diverse field sites: the hostile Lande
camp environment in Calais, asylum reception facilities in Germany,
Mediterranean border crossings in Lesvos, and museums. The chapters
include creative and critical considerations of how migration scholars use
things for their research. These ethnographic and qualitative migration
approaches consider both the materials and their properties, as well as
their effect on forced migrations and the (trans)formation of materials in
and through use and movement, and their (lacking) representation.

The disciplinary backgrounds of the authors - sociology,
anthropology, contemporary archaeology and curatorial studies — influence
their perspectives on things and how they employ them in their object-
based research. Material objects — clothing, soft toys, life jackets, tear gas
canisters — become objects and tools of research, or museum displays.
These things rarely matter alone, but also in relation to shifting
environments and social practices: they are moved, collected, assembled,
lost, confiscated or given away in the context of migration. The focus on
things and the researchers’ perspectives can provide alternative
understandings of forced migrations and unfold disturbing, surprising and
reflective insights on interrelations. Indeed, by looking at multiple fields
and from differing perspectives, we hope to develop new angles on the
personal and political dimensions of the materialities of forced migrations.

Elena Hopfner provides an unflinching and (self-)critical reflection
on research on residents in asylum reception facilities in Germany and on
their belongings. The sociologist focuses on eventualities and problems,
ethical issues and the obstacles her object-oriented analysis faced in
challenging research settings characterised by uncertainty, precarity, lack
of privacy and mistrust. Hopfner refers to how academics use things as
research tools. However, she also refers to the tactics her interlocutors
developed to ‘hide behind things’ or to deny possessions to limit the
disclosure of information. Here, she asks when and under which
conditions such research is legitimate, and what it can actually show.

In another contribution based on ethnographic research in a German
asylum reception centre, Friedemann Yi-Neumann provides a perspective
on personal belongings and their shifting relevances during flight and
during years of protracted displacement. Employing both well-known and
less well-known theoretical concepts, the anthropologist proposes the
concept of ‘biographical horizons’. Through this lens, Yi-Neumann aims
to articulate phenomenological and intersectional perspectives on
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biographical objects. The weight of such items takes form along relations
of proximity and distance by which the (social) relations between people
and things unfold.

Sarah Mallet and Louise Fowler focus on material culture at the
infamous refugee camp in Calais, Dzhangal. By employing contemporary
archaeological and anthropological methods, they provide evidence of the
devastating consequences of racism and systematic state violence that are
rarely noticed in public discourses, but which significantly shape border
politics on the European continent. Considering two collections of objects
that found their way to the Pitt Rivers Museum and became displays, the
archaeologists cooperating with artists visualise the political and social
dynamics that shape(d) the conditions in the camp where up to 10,000
forced migrants live(d) in the hope of making it to the UK and having a
decent life.

Ayse Sanli’s research is dedicated to the material culture of risky
border crossings along the EU’s Mediterranean border. As a member of a
curatorial team, she considers how objects used to cross borders, like life
jackets, can be used in archaeology and anthropology to display issues
related to undocumented and forced migrations. By following things, their
contested evaluations and their multiple lives, Ayse provides an insightful
multi-sited perspective on the ‘transient matters’ of forced migrations and
their representation. Here, stuff considered ‘trash’ on Lesvos becomes a
museum object in the USA. Between ‘these two things’, a whole variety of
transnational personal, creative and political interrelations unfold.

Notes

1 Without doubt, science and technology studies (STS) and actor-network theory (ANT) have
yielded important methodological insights in the last few decades. However, as material,
culture-based inquiries into (forced) migrations rarely refer to STS and ANT systematically, and
moreover the approaches focus on networks rather than on material objects themselves, I have
taken the liberty of dispensing with the methodological contributions of STS in this short
introduction.

2 See Petridou (2020) on life jackets and border crossings; Mata-Codesal and Abranches (2018)
on food parcels in transnational migration; Stein (2015) on dispossession; Boccagni (2014) on
remittances homes; and Rosales (2017) and Dudley (2002) on consumption.

3 See Stockhammer (2020, 40-1), ‘itinerancy’; Hahn and Weiss (2013) and Joy (2009),
‘itineraries’.

4 See, for example, pictures by Mollison (2015), or the articles by Paul (2017) and Zhang (2013).

5 This was raised by our colleague Malihé Bayat Tork and repeatedly discussed within the project
team during the research phase.

6 Fowler and Harris (2015, 128) criticise the paradigm, though, as it fails to consider the material
qualities as well as the historical emergence and persistence of things.

7 See, for instance, ‘Transient matter: Assemblages of migration in the Mediterranean’, from
February 2020 (on-site and online), Haffenreffer Museum of Anthropology, curated by Yannis
Hamilakis, L. Darcy Hackley, Sherena Razek and Ayse Sanli; ‘Lande: The Calais “Jungle” and
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beyond’, Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, 27 April-29 November 2019, curated by Majid Adin,
Shaista Aziz, Caroline Gregory, Dan Hicks, Sarah Mallet, Nour Munawar, Sue Partridge, Noah
Salibo and Wshear Wali, https://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/event/lande (accessed 16 August 2021);
‘The shores of Austria’, from 19 September 2018, Volkskundemuseum Wien, curated by Yarden
Daher, Alexander Martos, Negin Rezaie, Ramin Siawash, Niko Wahl, Sama Yasseen and Reza
Zobeidi https://www.volkskundemuseum.at/theshoresofaustria (accessed 16 August 2021).
8 Awell-known example is the global pop-up exhibition ‘Hostile terrain 94, curated by Jason De
Ledn (University of California) and the Undocumented Migration Project team, https://www.
undocumentedmigrationproject.org/hostileterrain94 (accessed 16 August 2021).
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Why should(n’t) refugees be asked
about their possessions? A research-
ethical and methodological reflection
on my fieldwork in a refugee shelter
Elena Hopfner

3.1 My own illustration composed of the photographed possessions
present during the interviews and put in relation to other possessions that
could not be photographed. © Elena Hopfner.
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Introduction: ‘You write about things? Why about things?’

In autumn 2015, I interviewed 10 residents of a Berlin initial recording
facility for refugees, asking them about their personal background and
experiences, their escape stories and their possessions. The research
question I tried to answer with my field research was: What possessions
do people take with them when they flee and what role do these
possessions play en route?

I applied for a position as a volunteer Russian-German interpreter in
a refugee shelter and presented my research project to the manager of the
accommodation. With this employment I was able to visit people I met
randomly during the open medical consultation hours, at their invitation.
I told them about my research plans at the first meeting and asked if they
were interested in participating. By means of a maximum contrast of cases
(multiple-case-study), the greatest possible variance should be covered. My
interview partners were six women and four men,' who were between 24
and 57 years old. I interviewed: people from different republics of Russia,
Ukraine, Afghanistan and Egypt; people who travelled by plane, train, bus,
car or boat, in a car boot or on foot; people who had wanted to leave for a
long time and people who had made the decision the day before; people
who fled because of ethnic and religious discrimination, state or domestic
violence, political persecution, fear for the lives of family members or
because of life-threatening illness. I talked with: self-employed people,
workers, employees and housewives; people who travelled alone, or with
other family members, children or strangers; people who had had some
higher education, had nine years of schooling or were illiterate; people who
described themselves as very wealthy, who had led an ‘ordinary life’ or had
had almost nothing; people who loved old things, people who loved new
things, people who did not care about things at all. Some interviewees
remembered just one item, others named numerous items, in some cases
over 60. As it is difficult to remember every little thing that was taken in a
hurry, or acquired or disposed of during the escape, my work was limited
to fragments, to those excerpts that remained in people’s memories and
were brought up during the conversations.

I conducted at least one object-related interview with each person
and additional spontaneous conversations with some people (see
Spradley 1979) about things and their experiences.? I interviewed the
people where they wanted to talk to me: in their rooms, in other people’s
rooms or in the corridor of the accommodation. I also photographed
certain things. One of the aims of my study was to convey the stories
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vividly. With the photographs I wanted to give readers a better idea of the
things they brought with them and, at least two-dimensionally, of their
materiality and corporeality (see also Bosch 2018). Object-related
interviews are applied both to better understand the entanglement of
subject—object relations and to design standard interviews more creatively
(see S. Woodward 2020, 34). Thus, the focus of the analysis and reflection
was on the meaning of things during the flight as well as in the interview
situation. Sophie Woodward writes in her manual on material methods:
‘[T]he world is simultaneously material and social, as the things that
surround us are an inseparable part of how our relationships to other
people are mediated, and the environment, society and culture we live in’
(S. Woodward 2020, 1).

Starting from these assumptions, I wish to examine each individual
escape story as something that can only be understood holistically
through the simultaneous consideration of its material and social
components. This preliminary assumption might be, as I explain in the
next section, decisive for the generation of important findings on forced
migration and its many facets.

The benefits of material culture research in the context
of forced migration

All kinds of objects were the subject of the interviews: means of transport,
and buildings such as hospitals, police headquarters or border posts,
petrol stations and boarding houses, but also smaller objects such as
weapons and handcuffs or documents to be signed. These are things that
already reveal a great deal about the causes and conditions of escape.
Here I concentrated on personal things that had been once or were at the
time of the interview in the possession of the interlocutors, because
personal things seem to carry a greater significance for their owner than
other things (Habermas 1996). And things selected from a larger set of
personal things should have an even greater significance, for material
culture research too. According to Depner (2015, 11), situations of
upheaval break up the self-evident nature of human-thing relationships,
making the potential and ambivalence of these relationships particularly
evident. Bischoff and Schlér (2013) argue that in such selected personal
belongings ‘memories of lost homes, of being torn out and on the road,
but also of arriving and experiencing heteronomous attributions of
meaning in different cultural contexts, are symbolically condensed’
(Bischoff and Schlor 2013, 10).° Likewise, I focus on the potential of
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personal things as the key to explaining processes of suffering and coping
(see Bosch 2011). I would like to illustrate this with a case study.

The importance of personal things for understanding and
objectifying forced migration

Me: And of the things you took with you, did anything make it to
Germany?

Fawad: Oh yes, I had a document of identification from Holland with me.
I wanted to have it with me, because this is a photo of me. It says
that I was about twelve, thirteen years old. And I always liked it
because it was a reminder for me of when I was so small. And this
photo is very funny and I have that with me. That is with me at the
moment . . . [Shows me the photo on the child ID.] Yes, that is
quite an old photo. But that was also very dangerous at the Afghan
border. And this is just a memory. . . . It has always been small . . .
It’s easy to bring it here. But I wanted to throw it away on the way
where we met these Taliban. Because if they — if they saw that, I
had a problem. Because this is a European identity card and they
say I am a spy or something [unclear]. People who are not at all
educated and who are somewhat educated, they are educated in
such a way that they simply take everything in a negative way. And
then I wanted to throw that away . . . (Hopfner 2019, 209)

Fawad was in his mid-twenties at the interview. He could already speak
German well because he worked for German police in Afghanistan. In the
refugee shelter he translated for other refugees. Fawad belonged to the
group of interviewees who had taken very few things on the journey. With
the help of paid people smugglers he travelled from Afghanistan via
Pakistan to Iran, and from there to Turkey and Greece. The narrative on
the identity card reveals a lot of interesting information. The criteria
according to which this object was chosen as a companion during the
escape become clear.

But although Fawad had been carrying the card with him for years,
he didn’t take it to Germany out of sheer habit or by chance. He decided
to take it after he had subjected it to a re-evaluation. Fawad’s flight
represents a situation of upheaval that broke the naturalness of the
relationship with his constant companion (see Depner 2015, 11). In this
situation, the possession was consciously or unconsciously reassessed and
practically examined (see Bischoff and Schlor 2013, 10).
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Fawad’s statement also shows that the identity card became a
potential danger during the time he was being persecuted by the Taliban
and lost its positive role for a short time. Fawad’s first thought was to
throw away something he had kept and carried for 13 years. Here it
becomes clear that the role of things is not always stable, but can change
on the run, when framework-giving cultural and political contexts
change. Hiding or disposing of possessions that could provide clues to
biography was a method of survival during the escape and of protection
against external attribution, rejection or violence.

In the further course of the conversation, these acts were brought
back to Fawad’s memory and awakened memories that are condensed in
this possession. In the narrative of his complex life story, the potential of
and ambivalence in Fawad’s relationship to his childhood identity card
become apparent (see Depner 2015, 11). This possession combines
negative and positive memories and is full of contradictory emotions,
such as feelings of being torn out but also of resistance. The identity card
has the characteristics of a ‘Verlustsouvenir’ (souvenir of loss) (Habermas
1996, 278). On the one hand, it is linked to events that could plunge
Fawad into another crisis. On the other hand, it has a potential to
overcome crises, because it reminds us that they have been overcome.

Fawad’s flight to Germany is one of many attempts to escape life in
Afghanistan, and so the identity card was already a souvenir of loss long
before he fled to Germany. The object had not only acquired its significance
through flight. Because of forced migration it acquired a further
biographical reference and reflects the biography of Fawad even more
comprehensively (see also Yi-Neumann, Chapter 4 in this volume).

Flight is not only an exceptional situation in Fawad’s life, but also a
central theme of his biography. Fawad fled with his family to the
Netherlands as a child. When he was a teenager, they were all deported
back to Afghanistan. His flight does not mean leaving a homeland, but
rather the search for a home lost 13 years ago, which is not clearly located
territorially, but is so mentally and emotionally. The Dutch identity card is
a symbol of this, of a place where he can live as a human. He considers
Germany to be such a place. Thus, things on the run also embody wishes
about and expectations of the destination country and thus become the
motivation on the long journey. During the interview in Germany, it was a
‘trophy’ (see Habermas 1996, 279), reminding Fawad that he had not given
up despite many defeats and that he had now arrived at his destination.

On his expired Dutch children’s identity card, above his photo, the
word ‘Afgaanse’ (Dutch for ‘Afghan’) is written in large letters, a foreign-
determined attribution of meaning that places his identity in writing, and
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bindingly, in a place where he does not want to live. Fawad does not talk
about that, and the many attempts to escape also show that such foreign
attributions cannot dissuade him from his goal and cannot bind him to
Afghanistan. What he sees in the identity card is tangible proof that he
was once a ‘European citizen’ and still is in his heart. This object is an
indication of his personal preferences, but also of non-affiliation or non-
identification with a nation in which he was discriminated against by the
majority society because of his religious affiliation.

The importance of things during interviews

As already made evident in the conversation with Fawad, the self-evident
nature of things has turned out to be an opportunity in the context of the
object interviews, especially when it came to talking about sensitive topics
such as escape or the causes of escape. The circumstances and events that
caused the respondents to flee, as well as the migration experience, were
stressful or even traumatic. They are characterised by extreme interpersonal
experiences. Very often these experiences are disturbing, hurtful or even
life-threatening: persecution, abuse, blackmail, violence and discrimination
come from people and make those affected leave their homes and flee from
the threatening situation. Those seeking asylum find themselves in
situations in which they are controlled, searched, interrogated, insulted or
threatened by others. My fear was to confront my respondents with their
traumatic experiences. To deal with this situation, I used the respondents’
possessions as intermediaries between the respondents and their
experiences and between the respondents and me.

Things as possible facilitation for a conversation

The potentials of object-based access as a facilitating and dynamic method
for conducting interviews have been confirmed especially in those cases
where the respondents still owned and wanted to show a relatively large
number of things. Personal objects offered support and enabled the
respondents to tell their stories without having to talk about themselves.
By directing the questions towards things, I could often shift the focus
from the person to the object and thus initiate a conversation, which
could lead (in)directly to their speaking about their experiences. Not only
talking about things, but their presence during the interview, as well as
the photographing of them, dissolved the classic interview situation (in
the sense of a stringing together of questions and answers) and opened
up a more dynamic space (see also S. Woodward 2020). These
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interruptions led to a relaxed atmosphere in which the interlocutors could
act and tell stories freely.

It was not always possible to interview people in their own rooms.
However, where it was feasible, it proved to be a great advantage (see
Hurdley 2010; Miller 2009; I. Woodward 2001; Kamptner 1991; Richins
1994). Some interlocutors did not speak in their (first) mother tongue
during the interviews. It also often happened that I did not understand
some words because they were from another language (for example
Chechen, Arabic, Persian), or words were missing in the language of the
conversation.* Often I was able to ask questions during the interview, but
in some cases the meaning unfortunately remained unclear. In some
cases, however, the things described could be taken out of the cupboard
or wardrobe. In some situations things (such as photos of murdered
relatives or of interviewees’ own scarred body parts) were shown to
illustrate without words the seriousness of a situation. In addition to the
world of things, the world of bodies, for example of ‘body things’ (see
Plessner 2015, 11), was able to provide a tangible remembrance of the
extent of visible suffering and thus point to invisible pain. In cases of
torture, abuse or illness, my interlocutors pointed to their own bodies —
scarred wrists or backs, abnormally enlarged legs — as witnesses, and thus
made their bodies into objects to mediate traumatic experiences.

Things as prompts and dynamic conversation anchors

My regular presence on site enabled me to visit people frequently as well
as use ethnographic elements and was an important reason for the
emergence of such situations as the interviews described above. In such
contexts, possessions turned out to be important narrative prompts that
reminded the interviewees of specific situations.

This was very present in Zaynap’s case, for instance. Zaynap fled
with her politically persecuted husband and her two children. They
travelled from Dagestan via Moscow, Belarus and Poland to Germany.
Organised escape helpers brought them to Berlin by car. Since the
decision to flee was made very quickly, Zaynap only managed to pack a
few personal things. Most of her possessions were bought en route. Her
first response to the question of what she had taken from home was: ‘I
took nothing from home.” However, as I followed up and kept asking, she
listed the following things: ‘Telephone, money, passports and clothes.’
The 30-minute conversation was almost exclusively about documents she
had not received even though she needed them as proof that her husband
had been persecuted. After this interview she often invited me for tea. On
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one of those days I asked her about her clothes: ‘You said you took clothes
with you, didn’t you? What did they look like?’ Zaynap replied, ‘Normal,
normal clothes!” She went to her wardrobe, took out the contents and put
the clothes on the bed. Underneath all the skirts was a single pair of black
jeans. This interested me immediately. I asked her why she had taken
these jeans. ‘We dressed up,” she said and laughed out loud. ‘We wanted
to pretend we were tourists to get across the border. We hadn’t got a visa.’
She said that she had bought a pair of jeans and a blouse at a market on
the way. In a hotel in Belarus she took off her headscarf and exchanged
her long skirt and black blouse for the purchased outfit. However, despite
this ‘disguise’, they didn’t manage to pass the border as tourists. The
family had to identify themselves as ‘refugees’. The adoption of global
fashion trends (see Miller and Woodward 2012) served Zaynap as a way
to adapt to different circumstances and to cross borders unnoticed and
unobtrusively. The clothes, which had been treated as insignificant in the
first conversation, hid important messages. They were a dynamic ‘anchor’
(see De Leon and Cohen 2005) for Zaynap’s story. Focusing on them
again at another time and in a more relaxed atmosphere prompted a full
anecdote (see Hopfner 2019, 208). This conversation shows how fruitful
it can be to tell stories from a fixed point, an object. I doubt that the
question ‘What was the time in Belarus like?” would have revealed so
vividly Zaynap’s strategy of escape, which in turn revealed her ideas
about the world and what refugees or tourists look like.

Challenges and pitfalls: dealing with the insignificance
and absence of things

Me: What other things could you take with you? What was
important to you?

Marzhan: We did not take anything. What should we take? We had
nothing to take.

I: Medicine, or ...?

Marzhan: We didn’t take medicine. We didn’t take anything.

Me: Clothes, food?

Marzhan: We didn’t take any clothes.

Me: A mobile phone?

Marzhan: We didn’t have a mobile phone either. We did not take anything.
We came just like that.

Me: Not even any photos or beloved things?
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Marzhan: Nothing, I tell you. I came here in this dress. And she [points at
her daughter], she came like this. This is the only thing.
Nothing, we took nothing at all. No telephone, nothing. We
came and then they treated us medically here.

With this interview excerpt, I would like to discuss an important finding
from my field research, namely that the material culture approach did not
always provide easy access to the escape experiences of the people I
interviewed in the refugee shelter, but at least as often risked blocking
access. Marzhan from Chechnya, the oldest of the interviewees, who was
in a very bad state of health, indicated that she was not able to pack
anything. She suffered from a disease that caused an abnormal
enlargement of her legs, and her heavy, sore body made the journey
unbearable for her. She claimed to have been almost dead on arrival in
Germany. Marzhan was the only one who maintained until the end of the
field research that she had not taken anything with her. However, her case
is not particularly striking compared to some others.

During the interviews it was confirmed that the choice of things in
the escape context was very limited. Almost no one had sufficient time for
a thorough selection or the possibility of deciding for or against certain
personal possessions in the household. In contrast to a planned move, in
some cases most things were taken away spontaneously or even by chance.
For some of the interviewees the escape started from their ‘homes’, others
were already in exile and could therefore not take things from home at all.
A few had had their bag or one of their bags packed by other people. The
ambivalence that things embody, namely of being at once existential in a
human’s life and at the same time a self-evident triviality, was evident in the
interviews with the residents. This ambivalence brings with it many
advantages, as I explained in the last section. In what follows, I wish to
discuss the disadvantages of this characteristic, as well as other
methodological challenges that became apparent during the research
process through my use of the object-based approach.

| took nothing’

The first challenge posed by this is the fact that, like Marzhan, almost all
of my interlocutors answered ‘Nothing’ when asked what they took with
them on their journey. It was only in the course of the interview (or in
further conversations) that they mentioned some items. I was able to find
some explanatory patterns for this response in a renewed analysis of the
course of the interviews. Because things are taken for granted, it takes
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time to become aware of them and even more time to become aware of
their meanings and translate them into words and stories, although this
is never entirely possible because of their extralinguistic character
(Auslander 2005). The answer ‘nothing’ can be seen as a way for
respondents to secure time for reflection, in which case it would not be a
real answer, but a strategy. This statement could also reflect the immense
loss that humans have to take upon themselves in order to flee (see
Hopfner 2018, 104). I doubt that such an answer would be so unanimous
in a different interview context to the question of what people took on
holiday or had with them when they moved to a new home.

Ryan-Saha (2015), who was also confronted with this answer when
interviewing Bosnian refugees in Britain, terms ‘this position of having
“nothing”, or of experiencing sudden and extreme material loss and
current existential crisis, as “dispossession”’ (Ryan-Saha 2015, 99). I also
noticed that this response depended on what people associated with the
words ‘things’ and ‘taken’ at first and also on their expectations about what
I'wanted to hear from them. The interlocutors and I had similar experiences
and skills in common, such as the experience of migration, living in a
shelter and, in many cases, the language. Nevertheless, it became clear in
the interviews that because of visible privileges (see also Ozkul 2020),
which unfortunately included or resulted in my migrant existence being
invisible (in terms of the colour of my skin, my name, position, rights and
language skills), I was seen as a representative of this country to which
people had to justify their coming and their need for help.

The challenge to visualise fragments

Apart from the fact that none of the interlocutors had really taken ‘nothing’,
I had to deal with the situation that almost half of my interlocutors could
not or did not want to show things that could be photographed.

The fact that most or all things were no longer compactly stored in
a bag or in a trouser pocket, as they had been when their owners were
fleeing, but had been retained as evidence by various authorities, or
stolen, lost, thrown away or used up, confronted my plan with
methodological problems. Figure 3.1 is my answer to this fact, an attempt
to show visually what I found out in research about things in the context
of forced migration. At the beginning of the research, I pursued the
intention of giving a better idea of the things, not only their names or
terms and descriptions, and giving things and humans a platform to
become visible. In my monograph, each possession was given its own
page. But at the same time [ wrote:
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Since no interviewee had sent or shipped a very large number of
things to Germany before the escape, and since most of the things
that could be taken were disposed of or used up on the escape route,
there were few possessions that could be depicted in this work. So
this work would have to contain many empty pages to draw attention
to the emptiness and loss.

(Hopfner 2018, 108)

Unfortunately, it is not possible in an anthology either to dedicate one
page to each possession or to leave many pages empty. The illustration
should show the rough relation between the things taken and the things
left behind. Things taken, as well as the belongings of people who could
bring more than others, would dominate the empirical results. The
objects described in the interviews are not only fragments of entire
households left behind, but also the totality of all possessions taken, lost,
bought, disposed of, given and missing on the run. It is impossible to
speak of a completeness of things in this context.

Openness of research

At this point I would like to refer to Marzhan’s case. In the first interview
the subject of possessions was cut off and at other meetings, in which she
always wore the same dress, no objects were mentioned or addressed. In
return, she talked in detail about her life under Soviet power, her
experiences in Chechen hospitals and the persecution of her sons. Thus
some of the potentials of the method depend not only on whether people
like to talk about their possessions, but also on whether things are
important to them or whether they have any at all. In general, this means
not presupposing that possessions matter to the people who are the
subjects of the research and therefore not asking what meaning things
have for the respondents, but asking first of all whether they matter at all
(see Marschall 2019, 14).

To researchers: what to be aware of when doing
research on things in refugee accommodation

Following important research-ethical critiques of the anthropological or

sociological view (Trouillot 2003; Boser 2006; Maiter et al. 2008; Reason
and Bradbury 2008; Fernando 2014; Klingenberg 2018; Ozkul 2020),
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I want to focus on two ethical pitfalls that were particularly important in
my research and that are addressed in research with refugees.

A great challenge frequently mentioned in the literature on research
on (forced) migration is the danger of ‘retraumatization’ (De Haene,
Grietens and Verschueren 2010; Seedat et al. 2004). For this purpose,
concrete questions about previous background and personal experiences
during the escape should be avoided (see Miko-Schefzig and Reiter 2018;
von Unger 2018; Narimani 2014). The question of the cause of escape was
not only part of my interview, but the focus of my research. Even if the
object-based approach generally made it easier to talk about what was
experienced by shifting the focus to things, it was important to ask the
question about the causes directly.” It felt strange to me to explain to people
before the meetings that I was researching forced migration and things,
and then only ask them about their personal items. The question about the
causes and experiences would certainly hover above everything and create
the feeling that I was not dealing openly with my subject. And even though
I asked these risky questions, some people initially had the feeling that I
was not really doing research on things. In fact, this question hovered over
everything. Most of the people I met in the shelter had been preparing to
justify their escape and prove their need for protection for a long time. The
things in this study have shown this very clearly. During my research I
rather had the feeling that the space created by the interviews was
gratefully accepted by most of them. It was useful for the participants to
reflect in a safe environment on what had happened (with a supportive
researcher who emphasised that all statements would be anonymous).

I see a possible method of dealing with this dilemma in paying
attention to and respecting the boundaries and signs of the interlocutors
during the interviews and not digging deeper into the narratives on
sensitive topics. As has already been explained, things were a great help in
this.® The people talked about their things, and changed the focus of the
narratives to themselves if they wanted to. Likewise, the persons could talk
only about things, or not about things at all, if they preferred to talk about
everything that happened to them without referring to specific personal
possessions. In the interview analysis of this study I interpreted this respect
for my limits and the limits of my interlocutors as a danger, as hiding behind
the object-based method or behind the (thematised) objects and avoiding
direct confrontation with sensitive issues (see Hopfner 2018, 110). In this
research context, however, these set boundaries or conversational strategies
should be understood as ‘border markers’ (Klingenberg 2018, 174).
Klingenberg writes the following on the way people in camps handled
defence strategies: ‘I was less concerned with “overcoming” these
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boundaries in order to penetrate supposedly deeper into everyday life than
with understanding them analytically as part of the field, vulnerability and
positioning strategies of the actors and respecting them in terms of research
ethics’ (Klingenberg 2018, 174).

Another important research ethics-related aspect to be considered
during and after the field research is the confidential use of the
information. Most of the interlocutors relied on my promise to handle
their data confidentially and this enabled an open handling of their
experiences and personal matters, which, as I found out over time, was
quite unusual among the residents. I was neither initiated nor affected
and would soon leave the field again. In fact, I consider ‘social
inconsequence’ (see Przyborski and Wohlrab-Sahr 2014, 48f.) to be an
important potential of this relationship. And persons who are exposed to
political or other persecution, in particular, must not be harmed by the
researcher, for example by revealing their identity (see Krause 2016;
Hugman, Pittaway and Bartolomei 2011; Pittaway, Bartolomei and
Hugman 2010). This must always be taken into account when one is
visualising things and the life stories that are intertwined with them.

Conclusion: object-based interviews as sensitive access
to individual escape stories?

Talking about personal things made visible both their roles at the individual
stages of the flight and the connections between life in the country of
origin, the causes of escape and the expectations people had of the
destination. Escape proved to be a process, which consisted of several
stages that were neither independent of each other nor clearly demarcated,
and it is in many cases difficult to distinguish escape from a ‘previous’ life.
Even though the focus on things often made conversations easier
and inspired their owners to recount their strategies and world views in a
more vivid and focused way, personal things were not important for all
interlocutors. They often appeared as irrelevant, as trivialities, or simply
were not there and not missed. Thus, before asking about the possessions
and their significance for their owners, one must ask whether they have
any relevance at all. This puts into question material culture as an easy
and sensitive method of eliciting people’s personal stories. In researching
the phenomenon of forced migration with residents of a refugee shelter,
one must also have the sensitivity not to talk about things. It is therefore
necessary to consider how to deal with meaninglessness and absence of
things in the context of such research. For me, depending on the situation
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and the person, this meant shifting the focus away from the things (back)
to the person, if necessary: in other words, to do exactly what qualitative
research is all about, namely to maintain an ‘openness’ throughout the
research process to reflecting constantly on the limits and dangers of the
applied research method.

Notes

1 Inthe interviews, people referred to themselves as man or woman.
At the beginning of the research only object interviews were planned. The ethnographic
methods emerged automatically from the research situation and were used intuitively. As a
result, my eyes remained closed to many ethnographically insightful situations, such as
everyday dealing with things, and thereby becoming aware of the extent to which things
brought along were still of everyday significance, of which things were newly appropriated or
of how the material nature of the objects influenced the narrative of the interlocutors. Thus,
the full potential of access was not realised. Because of time restrictions, I was not able to
conduct further interviews.

Translations are my own, unless otherwise stated.

4 Twas able to gain their confidence through my interpreting during medical examinations. In
order not to lose the trust placed in me, I worked alone and did not involve any other person,
such as a translator or a researcher from outside of the accommodation, in the research.

5 Ofcourse, it is only justifiable if the physical and mental state of health of the interviewees, and
the interview environment, allow it.

6 However, this approach does not generally prevent the risk of retraumatisation. Things can also
unexpectedly represent the past in unpleasantly disturbing ways.

w

References

Auslander, Leora. 2005. ‘Beyond words’, American Historical Review 110(4): 1015-45. https://doi.
org/10.1086/ahr.110.4.1015.

Bischoff, Doerte and Joachim Schlor, eds. 2013. Exilforschung: Ein internationales Jahrbuch. Band
31: Dinge des Exils. Munich: edition text + kritik.

Bosch, Aida. 2011. Konsum und Exklusion: Eine Kultursoziologie der Dinge. Bielefeld: transcript Verlag.

Bosch, Aida. 2018. ‘Das Bild als Aktant: Theoretische und methodologische Implikationen des Visuellen’.
In Das Bild als soziologisches Problem: Herausforderung einer Theorie visueller Sozialkommunikation,
edited by Michael R. Miiller and Hans-Georg Soeffner, 179-96. Weinheim: Beltz Juventa.

Boser, Susan. 2006. ‘Ethics and power in community-campus partnerships for research’, Actions
Research 4(1): 9-21. https://doi.org/10.1177/1476750306060538.

De Haene, Lucia, Hans Grietens and Karine Verschueren. 2010. ‘Holding harm: Narrative methods
in mental health research on refugee trauma’, Qualitative Health Research 20(12): 1664-76.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732310376521.

De Leon, Jason Patrick and Jeffrey H. Cohen. 2005. ‘Object and walking probes in ethnographic
interviewing’, Field Methods 17(2): 200—4. https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05274733.

Depner, Annemarie. 2015. Dinge in Bewegung: Zum Rollenwandel materieller Objekte. Eine
ethnographische Studie tiber den Umzug ins Altenheim. Bielefeld: transcript Verlag.

Fernando, Mayanthi L. 2014. ‘Ethnography and the politics of silence’, Cultural Dynamics 26(2):
235-44. https://doi.org/10.1177/0921374014526025.

Habermas, Tilmann. 1996. Geliebte Objekte: Symbole und Instrumente der Identitdtsbildung. Berlin:
De Gruyter.

Hopfner, Elena. 2018. Menschen auf der Flucht und die Bedeutung ihrer Dinge: Eine gegenstandsbezogene
Theoriebildung im doppelten Sinne. Wiesbaden: Springer VS.

Hopfner, Elena. 2019. ‘Die Bedeutung der Dinge auf der Flucht’, Soziologie 48(2): 205-12.

WHY SHOULD(N'T) REFUGEES BE ASKED ABOUT THEIR POSSESSIONS?

97


https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.110.4.1015
https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.110.4.1015
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476750306060538
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732310376521
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05274733
https://doi.org/10.1177/0921374014526025

98

Hugman, Richard, Eileen Pittaway and Linda Bartolomei. 2011. ‘When “do no harm” is not enough:
The ethics of research with refugees and other vulnerable groups’, British Journal of Social Work
41(7): 1271-87. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcr013.

Hurdley, Rachel. 2010. ‘The power of corridors: Connecting doors, mobilising materials, plotting openness’,
Sociological Review 58(1): 45-64. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2009.01876.x.

Kamptner, Laura. 1991. ‘Personal possessions and their meanings: A life-span perspective’, Journal
of Social Behavior and Personality 6(6): 209-28.

Klingenberg, Darja. 2018. ‘Einblicke in migrantische Wohnungen: Erkenntniskritik und
Représentationspolitik’. In Das neue Zuhause: Haushalt und Alltag nach der Migration, edited by
Hans Peter Hahn and Friedemann Neumann, 159-80. Frankfurt: Campus.

Krause, Ulrike. 2016. ‘Ethische Uberlegungen zur Feldforschung: Impulse fiir die Untersuchung
konfliktbedingter Flucht’, Centre for Conflict Studies Working Papers 20, Zentrum fiir
Konfliktforschung, Marburg. https://doi.org/10.17192/es2019.0015.

Maiter, Sarah, Laura Simich, Nora Jacobson and Julie Wise. 2008. ‘Reciprocity: An ethic for
community-based participatory action research’, Action Research 6(3): 305-25. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1476750307083720.

Marschall, Sabine. 2019. ‘““Memory objects”: Material objects and memories of home in the context
of intra-African mobility’, Journal of Material Culture 24(3): 253-69. https://doi.
org/10.1177%2F1359183519832630.

Miko-Schefzig, Katharina and Cornelia Reiter. 2018. ‘Partizipatives Forschen im Kontext der
Organisation Polizei: Ethisches Forschen mit vulnerablen Gruppen am Beispiel der Schubhaft’,
Forum: Qualitative Social Research 19(3) (art. no. 10). https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-19.3.3142.

Miller, Daniel. 2009. The Comfort of Things. Cambridge: Polity.

Miller, Daniel and Sophie Woodward. 2012. Blue Jeans: The art of the ordinary. Berkeley: University
of California Press.

Narimani, Petra. 2014. ‘Zustimmung als Prozess: Informiertes Einverstandnis in der Praxisforschung
mit von Ausweisung bedrohten Drogenabhéngigen’. In Forschungsethik in der qualitativen
Forschung: Reflexivitdt, Perspektiven, Positionen, edited by Hella von Unger, Petra Narimani and
Rosaline M’Bayo, 41-58. Wiesbaden: Springer VS.

Ozkul, Derya. 2020. ‘Participatory research: Still a one-sided research agenda?’, Migration Letters
17(2): 229-37. https://doi.org/10.33182/ml.v17i2.804.

Pittaway, Eileen, Linda Bartolomei and Richard Hugman. 2010. ‘“Stop stealing our stories”: The
ethics of research with vulnerable groups’, Journal of Human Rights Practice 2(2): 229-51.
https://doi.org/10.1093/jhuman/huq004.

Plessner, Helmuth. 2015. Mit anderen Augen: Aspekte einer philosophischen Anthropologie. Stuttgart:
Reclam.

Przyborski, Aglaja and Monika Wohlrab-Sahr. 2014. Qualitative Sozialforschung: Ein Arbeitsbuch,
4th edition. Munich: Oldenbourg Verlag.

Reason, Peter and Hilary Bradbury, eds. 2008. The SAGE Handbook of Action Research: Participative
inquiry and practice, 2nd edition. London and Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.

Richins, Marsha L. 1994. ‘Valuing things: The public and private meanings of possessions’, Journal
of Consumer Research 21(3): 504-21. https://doi.org/10.1086/209414.

Ryan-Saha, Eleanor. 2015. ‘Repossession: Material absences, affective presences, and the life-
resumption labors of Bosnians in Britain’, Social Analysis 59(1): 96-112. https://doi.
org/10.3167/5a.2015.590106.

Seedat, Soraya, Willem P. Pienaar, David Williams and Daniel J. Stein. 2004. ‘Ethics of research
on survivors of trauma’, Current Psychiatry Reports 6: 262-7. https://doi.org/10.1007/
511920-004-0075-z.

Spradley, James P. 1979. The Ethnographic Interview. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Cengage Learning.

Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. 2003. Global Transformations: Anthropology and the modern world. New
York: Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-04144-9.

von Unger, Hella. 2018. ‘Ethische Reflexivitat in der Fluchtforschung: Erfahrungen aus einem
soziologischen Lehrforschungsprojekt’, Forum: Qualitative Social Research 19(3) (art. no. 6).
https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-19.3.3151.

Woodward, Ian. 2001. ‘Domestic objects and the taste epiphany: A resource for consumption
methodology’, Journal of Material Culture 6(2): 115-36. https://doi.org/10.1177%
2F135918350100600201.

Woodward, Sophie. 2020. Material Methods: Researching and thinking with things. London: SAGE.

MATERIAL CULTURE AND (FORCED) MIGRATION


https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcr013
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2009.01876.x
https://doi.org/10.17192/es2019.0015
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476750307083720
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476750307083720
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1359183519832630
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1359183519832630
https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-19.3.3142
https://doi.org/10.33182/ml.v17i2.804
https://doi.org/10.1093/jhuman/huq004
https://doi.org/10.1086/209414
https://doi.org/10.3167/sa.2015.590106
https://doi.org/10.3167/sa.2015.590106
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-004-0075-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-004-0075-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-04144-9
https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-19.3.3151
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F135918350100600201
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F135918350100600201

4

From biographies to biographical
horizons: on life courses and things in
forced migrations

Friedemann Yi-Neumann

Introduction

What can the personal objects forced migrants bring with them tell about
their biographies? Do ethnographies on biographical objects tend to focus
on people’s ‘heroic’ story of survival and on their things, and in so doing
elide loss, dispossessions and fragmentation? How is it possible to present
people’s life courses and the life courses of their belongings without
drawing these complex courses in line with one another?

This chapter attempts to answer these questions by considering the
biographical objects of two women, Atiya and Zahra, who fled the war in
Syria. Atiya brought with her the cuddly toy ‘Rocky’ and Zahra brought with
her a metal bangle; both of them came from Syria across Turkey and on to
Germany. Although both women were given the objects by close relatives
and took them with them on their flight from war and kept them for the
years in exile, the weight of the objects developed inversely over the years.

Atiya and Zahra’s things and stories reveal not only the remarkable
ways in which people can be, become or cease to be entangled with things,
but also how such ties are violently fragmented or crumble imperceptibly.
The stories of the women and their objects made me reflect on the flaws in
my thinking and question my false assumption that biographical objects
inherently take on increasing significance over time. Moreover, the bracelet
and Rocky made me doubt some of the assumptions implicit in established
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paradigms around biographies and objects: the changing relevance of
things here arises not merely from their shifts in social spheres, an
underlying premise in many classic concepts (see Kopytoff 1986, 83-7), but
also from how Atiya and Zahra perceive, use and adopt a position towards
these things over time in changing precarious settings.

Objects and biographies in anthropology and beyond

In the anthropology of the 1980s, the social and cultural biographies of
things became an important paradigm and an inherent part of material
culture studies and its methodology (Tilley et al. 2006; Stahl 2010). Igor
Kopytoff (1986) argued that things have to be understood through the
processes of production, consumption and exchange in which they occupy
changing roles. The biographical angle allows a comparison of how things
accumulate relevance and how their influence on social lives changes
over time (Gosden and Marshall 1999, 177; Stahl 2010, 156).

The idea of studying societies via material culture and its life courses
did not start with Kopytoff, though. In 1929 the Russian constructivist
Sergei Tret’iakov ([1929] 2006a, 61) developed his methodological
concept of the ‘biography of the object’.! He was an engaged writer and
civic activist.? Through the biographical approach to things, Tret'iakov
([1929] 2006a, 59-60) sought to examine the interrelationship between
personal experiences, emotions and things, as well as their societal forms
of material assemblies. His approach offers an alternative to dominant
forms of presenting characters and their capabilities to act at that time in
the Soviet Union. These idealising depictions ascribed ‘great deeds’ to
individualised, seemingly autonomous heroic characters, instead of
considering them as joint material efforts (for example, in the production
of consumer goods on the assembly line).® Tret’iakov’s ‘biography of the
object’ can be understood as an attempt to (re)contextualise the actor and
his deeds in the material social world, in terms not only of material
production but also of emotions. Emotions for the author are not merely
individual, but a societal phenomenon that has a substantial impact on the
creation of and relations to the material word around us ([1929] 20064,
61-2). By proposing to investigate products such as bread, cotton, coal and
steel, Tret’iakov states that neither their development and production nor
their emotional attachment to these things is personal; rather, they are
collectively shared in the biography of the object ([1929] 2006a, 62).
These ideas, which the writer laid out in a few short pages, have been
overlooked in the current anthropological debates on material culture.
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In Kopytoff’s (1986) work, this interrelationship between persons
and things that Tret’iakov showed an interest in (from a societal
perspective) is barely touched upon. However, the questions of how
objects become intertwined with persons as biographies develop and how
the line between possession and being becomes blurred became key
issues for material anthropology (e.g. Strathern 1988; Hoskins 1998;
Hage 2013). It is for this reason that the double localisation and
transformation of the biography of an object as a social and personal
material product seems to offer a promising lens. However, it is vital to
reflect not only on entanglement but also on how (violent) separations
matter (Hicks 2020, 28).

In her work on the constitution of personhood in Melanesia through
gift giving, Marilyn Strathern (1988, 135, 338) showed that personhood is
‘distributed’ and that things can be considered part of a person. Personhood
thus unfolds through human-object interaction. Gender can be understood
as ‘categorizations of persons, artifacts, events, sequences, and so on’
(Strathern 1988, ix). It is vital to understand how these categorisations
matter and materialise specific gender roles and social relations.

Alfred Gell (1998) argues for a similar understanding of persons,
while he stresses more the agency of objects. People invest in things, like
gifts or possessions; they keep and care for them, while these materialities
take shape along histories and trajectories (Hoskins 1998, 192). Such
dense interrelations can be considered the ground on which to tell life
stories in depth. Things can help one to reflect and to learn about oneself,
the conditions of life courses and migratory trajectories (Galitzine-
Loumpet 2020), and they can ease strain caused by (the fear of) loss (see
Bohme 2014, 350 on fetish).

Such changing social lives of things (Appadurai 1986) have been
widely acknowledged. However, what led Arjun Appadurai to his ground-
breaking examination of the material culture was that he felt that social
aspects were overemphasised. In this regard, the return ‘to things
themselves’ as a ‘methodological fetishism’ (Appadurai 1986, 5) offers an
object-based correction of social theory.

Several scholars have argued that the term ‘biography’ is a problematic
biological metaphor which suggests the birth and death of an object, and
have proposed ‘itinerary’ (Hahn and Weiss 2013; see also Joy 2009, 543—4;
for further debates see Burstrom 2014, 70-1) or ‘itinerancy’ (Stockhammer
2020, 40-1) as an anti-essentialist term instead. Others have emphasised
the analogousness between things and living organisms through categories
of growth or decomposition as a means of underlining the processual
character of things themselves (Hallam and Ingold 2014; Herva 2005).
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With Tret’iakov’s transformative and multilayered concept in mind,
I argue that the term ‘biography’ is not problematic in itself. Rather, what
matters is how anthropologists employ this heuristic concept and how it
frames the scopes of analyses; whom and what do scholars include in
their object biographies, and which fragmentary, transformed and
contested aspects are downplayed to tell more coherent stories (see for
example Burstrom 2014, 72-3)?

Biographical objects and object biographies

At this juncture, it is important to differentiate between two different
schools and two similar-sounding terms and concepts: ‘biographical objects’
and ‘object biographies’. This distinction also has a disciplinary dimension.
Usually, historians, archaeologists and museologists trace back
object biographies (e.g. Thompson 2017; Friberg and Huvila 2019;
Wallen and Pomerance 2018).* The concept focuses on the trajectory of
objects themselves through different historical and social contexts and
migrations; I also consider Tret’iakov ([1929] 2006a) and Kopytoff
(1986) to be representatives of this school. Although some scholars have
argued that there has been a theoretical stagnation in the biographical
concept(s) in recent years (see Burstrom 2014, 69), numerous object
biographies — sometimes called ‘life courses’, ‘(non-human) life histories’
or ‘histories’ (Hicks and Beaudry 2010; Joy 2009) — have been published.
In contrast, the term ‘biographical objects’ refers to things that are
related to personal biographies. Janet Hoskins (1998), in an ethnography
with that title, provided a key contribution in this regard. Rather than
considering things to be icons of the self, Hoskins strikingly showed that
biographical objects entail considerable (self-)reflexive potential,
reflecting the shifting multivocal ties, positions and perspectives over
time (Hoskins 1998, 112, 198; see also Gell 1998; Thomas 1991; Dudley
2018). The more ‘references’ are made to an object, the more biographical
relevance this object may have for an individual (Habermas 1996, 279;
Burstrom 2014, 78-9). Nevertheless, the strength of these references — or
the ‘weight’ of a thing - is far from stable over time and under different
social conditions. Do the established forms of representing the life courses
of things and people undermine the complexity, dispossession and loss of
items, and the situatedness of the narrations of these life courses?
Whereas perspectives on ‘object biographies’ have dominated
interdisciplinary debates on material, as an anthropologist I focus on the
‘biographical objects’ of interlocutors I encountered in my research.

MATERIAL CULTURE AND (FORCED) MIGRATION



The problem of linearity and representational consistency

One problem in many biographical presentations is that things are
considered as continuous bearers of meaning in linear biographies (Joy
2009, 544; Burstrom 2014, 69, 77). This is a common issue despite
frequent theoretical acknowledgement of de- and revaluations (see for
example Thompson 2017), fragmentations, and the drastic and violent
changes that shape things and the related human beings (Gosden and
Marshall 1999, 176). Dan Hicks (2020, 26) argues that such linear
stances enabled continuations of colonial representations through
‘fixed objects’ in museum contexts. Linearity, as a way of ignoring
dispossession and fragmentations, has a highly political and ethical
dimension, therefore.

However, consistencies in biographies are not merely an academic
misrepresentation; they are actively (re-)created and matter in people’s
lives. As the psychologists Christin Kober and Tilmann Habermas (2017)
have shown in a remarkable long-term study, these aspects have a
constitutive effect for the individual who lays out and creates an object’s
biography by narration. Although consistency may be more evident in
some life stories than in others, it would be a serious mistake to reproduce
this apparent stability and importance of things ethnographically. Indeed,
Alfred Gell (1998, 10-11) argues against a functionalist understanding
of things in anthropological biography theory, in which things mainly
have a passive function in a person’s different biographical stages
(Figure 4.1). Instead, he suggests comprehending things as social agents
that (co-)exercise a certain agency through their qualities and therefore
in the ways they are socially employed and framed.

4.1 Linear scheme of object transformation in biographical process.
© Friedemann Yi-Neumann, 2021.
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I argue that the ‘heroism’ Tret’iakov criticised is apparent in many
analyses of biographical objects. However, ‘hero worship’ here affects
‘unique’ material objects rather than persons. The hero-object may
become decontextualised and, apparently against all odds, remain closely
related to a person (see also Kopytoff 1986, 66; Joy 2009, 549; Burstrom
2014, 71). This phenomenon may also be understood as the negative
turning of the methodological thing fetishism proclaimed by Appadurai.
Translating Tret’iakov’s ([1929] 2006a, 58) ideas to these anthropological
works, one could provocatively state: ‘The [object-]lhero holds the
[ethnography’s] universe together.” Hence, scholars who set down life
courses have to reflect carefully on the ‘non-linear’ (Joy 2009, 454) facets
and the social conditions of the life courses of people and things.

Linear and consistent narratives tend to distort and embellish social
and individual lives and movements (Joy 2009, 455). In such narratives,
possessions remain somehow constant through different places and
backgrounds in which they can become lost or replaced. Moreover, such
accounts understate the complexity and fragmentation of life courses on
the one hand, and overestimate the agency of both the person and the
‘object heroes’ on the other. Criticising the iconisation and symbolic
reduction of museum objects, Appadurai (2017, 402) has stated that it is
mandatory to pay attention to their complex and accidental biographies.

Furthermore, stories of fleeing individuals and the things they take
with them are often those of the ‘lucky survivor’.> Such presentations of
the life course of humans and things are unable to grasp the massive
structural violence and the temporal and material dispossession of forced
migrations (see Hicks and Mallet 2019; Khosravi 2018) and, more
generally, of precarious social classes (Ramsay 2019, 4; see also Brun,
Fabos and El-Abed 2017). The biographical objects in forced migrations
are thus not only remnants of the initial dispossession through war
(Chatty 2010), but also of repeated deprivations and structural
devaluations by migration regimes and related capitalist economies
(Ramsay 2019; Georgi 2019; Nieswand 2018).

In light of these critiques, one could ask what value material
biographies have as a methodological tool for studying mobile, shifting
and precarious life stories.

On biographical horizons

Fortunately, while the material biographical paradigms which I have
discussed so far do have limitations, I would argue that they are not
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intrinsically problematic because they do enable convincing perspectives
on in-depth human-object relations and allow social analysis and
comparison. At the same time, it is important to underline that linearity
and representational consistency remain issues in fieldwork and
ethnographic writing.

Since I am addressing biographical objects, it is also essential to
theoretically take the acting and sensing persons who are biographically
entangled with things for granted. And this again requires some social,
cultural and sensational embedding. The thoughts I will present in this
regard are not new, but they reflect a paradigmatic shift in which
itineraries are only one in a long line of considerations through which
things take shape. One contribution of this chapter may be the use of a
multilayered sensational lens for the analysis of biographical objects.

The phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1969, 67-8, 100)
states that the perception of a thing is embedded in an open and
explorative depth-horizon structure. The horizon unfolds where the
perceiving body and the world encounter each other in degrees of
proximities and distances, intensity, depth and difference (see also Ram
and Houston 2015b). Sara Ahmed (2006, 55) has rephrased it this way:
‘The horizon is not an object that I apprehend: I do not see it. It is what
gives objects their contours .... Objects are objects insofar as they are
within my horizon.” Merleau-Ponty’s (2002, 346) aim is not to understand
a thing amply or ‘objectively’ (something which he considers impossible
in any case); rather, the precise understanding of things lies in the ways
subjects interact with them bodily in the ‘spectacle’ of perception. For
subjects or perceiving individuals, then, relations of proximity and
distance shape not only their ties to the past but also their ties to their
social and material environments (Rachamimov 2018, 165, referring to
Libermann and Trope).

Tret’iakov ([1929] 2006a, 61) shows how emotional ties to objects
are interwoven with their production, and the social practices this process
implies. He underlines that the conditions of social production cross
through different social classes and their dynamic material intersections.
By urgently pressing for social contextualisation (of emotion and affect),
Tret’iakov ([1929] 2006a, 61) paves the way for what are termed today
intersectional methodologies (Ahmed 2006, 136-7; Ram and Houston
2015a, 4; Degnen and Tyler 2017). The aim of ‘intersectional
methodologies’ is to consider the intimate and personal as well as the
broader social tendencies of biographical objects. Here, it is difference
that distinguishes things from their backgrounds during life paths. This
difference is not merely visual, in terms of a shift from the visible realms
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4.2 Horizon-related scheme of proximities and distances. The variables
stand for different aspects of relations to biographical objects. © Friedemann
Yi-Neumann, 2021.

to invisible ones, but also social, cultural, practical and personal, and it
affects things and bodies in different ways (see for instance Ahmed 2007
on whiteness).

Rather than taking an unbroken spatiotemporal approach to
studying biographical objects, I propose to look at them as a phenomenon
within a perceptual horizon (Figure 4.2). The model is not meant as a
rigid analytical template, but rather as an extensible attempt to illustrate
the multiple variables in how an object is related to.

Shifting the position of an object along a particular variable alters
its degrees of proximity to and distance from the perceiving person. The
perceiver is affected by and takes a position towards biographical objects
along the intersecting variables. In other words, one perceives a thing and
reacts to it, appreciatingly, rejectingly, intensely, indifferently, etc. And it
is this sensation and reaction towards a thing that decides how objects
materialise in everyday life (Ahmed 2006, 28). Therefore, something can
be spatially or temporarily distant and yet emotionally close, and vice
versa. At the same time, others may consider these close emotional ties to
abiographical object to be socially or culturally (in)adequate, for instance.
Each variable entails the aspect of perception and ascription, both by the
biographically entangled self and by social others. Biographical objects
can thus be understood also by means of different angles or degrees
within a horizon of bodily sensation. Out of these relations one is closely
or distantly, intensely or faintly related to things. Whether and to what
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degree a subject (or an anthropologist) considers an object ‘biographical’
depends on the degree of proximity along the different axes of ties to it.

The horizontal degrees are co-constituted by various intersections.
In order to avoid considering material matters as monadic ones, one has
to consider their sociocultural embeddedness by means of an intersectional
analysis that is located between an anthropological analysis of quotidian
experiences and notions and a sociological angle on inequalities and
exclusion (see Degnen and Tyler 2017, 36-7). The shifting relevance of
things comes not only from shifting social spheres through exchange, for
instance (see Kopytoff 1986), but also from entering another (socially
positioned) perceptual horizon. This perceptional and intersectional lens
is a valuable extension in understanding biographical objects. Specific
personal relatedness to things does not often comply with the common
normative and aesthetic conventions of a social field (Bourdieu 1984);
such tensions around things may be fruitful to consider. As I will show, the
material transformation of the object itself is related to but contingent
upon its relevance in a perceptual horizon. The decay of an object itself
does not necessarily mean declining importance, and persistence does not
necessarily mean continuing relevance.

Some methodological aspects to consider

Before I continue to the empirical section of this chapter, I would like to
present some methodological characteristics of biographical object
research that are applicable to anthropological fieldwork or that it is
necessary to reflect upon.

For migration research (and beyond), the material approach can be
considered a way out of the problematic ‘ethnic lenses’ (Povrzanovic¢
Frykman 2016, 44; Neumann and Hahn 2019, 41) that may lead to one-
sided ‘cultural’ orientations of researchers that bring about social
disembedding of research findings. Hoskins (1998, 112) shows that
biographical objects have a potential for personal reflections, both for
interlocutors and for researchers. This capability lays the foundation for
a differentiated understanding by unearthing complicated trajectories,
social settings, ascriptions and importantly, the perceptional, biographical
horizons in which biographical objects take shape.

There is another critical point to make in differentiating between
emic and etic understanding of biographical objects. Sabine Marschall
(2019, 7-8) has shown that, in some societies, there is not a concept or
idea of keeping things (like inherited memory objects) for personal
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reasons. Biographical objects are therefore an anthropological framework
and, correspondingly, not a universal but a particular cultural
phenomenon. Thus, it is a chief task of ethnographic reflection to avoid
such assumptions and to beware of methodologically producing a
‘biographical spectacle’ in an environment in which this relation to things
does not exist in an emic sense.®

Biographical objects are often embedded and gain significance in
specific material arrangements and alongside practical and narrative
settings in which they become pertinent (Burstréom 2014, 73) and hold a
special place in a living room or in a family story. This, too, relates to the
idea of shifting social spheres and functions of things in their biographies
(see Kopytoff 1986). ‘Framing’ can be situational (spontaneously during
a conversation, for instance), yet also more durable (like giving a thing a
specific place in a glass cabinet).

With changing sceneries, the (biographical) relevance of such
objects may also change (see for instance Hurdley 2013, 81; Miller 2010,
65; Garvey 2002, 55). Scholars such as Nippert-Eng have used narrative
and material (re)framings and rearrangements as productive material
approaches in research (cf. Nippert-Eng 2010, 97-158).

Biographical objects can evoke unforeseeable affects. These open
material encounters can unpack forgotten, hidden and unexpected
associations and affordances (Burstrom 2014, 73; Frykman and
Povrzanovi¢ Frykman 2016; Thomas 1991, 123; Gosden and Marshall
1999, 174; Woodward 2007, 172; Hurdley 2013, 6). This trait makes
things methodically promising, not just for academics but also for creative
writers (Lee Brien 2020), for instance. Things make the past sensible and
tangible in other ways than narrations alone allow for (Auslander 2005).

The archaeologist Joshua Pollard (2004) has pointed out that
material objects undergo a material transformation through decay,
abrasion and fragmentation which profoundly affects societies as a
whole (see also Auslander and Zahra 2018, 310 on the material effects
of destruction in the Syrian civil war). This idea corresponds with
Tret’iakov’s ([1929] 2006a, 61) transformative understanding of
biographies of things, both on a material and a social level. Therefore,
looking at material alterations in things can be a crucial aspect of
biographical research, since they also change the perception, use and
evaluation — in other words, the characteristics — of things. I will refer to
this phenomenon of material, personal and social transformation in two
case studies of biographical objects.
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Rocky, a companion for life

I will begin the ethnographic section of the chapter with one of the most
impressive biographical objects I encountered during my research —
Rocky (Figure 4.3). I came across Rocky when I interviewed its owner
Atiya, a woman in her early thirties, together with my colleague Samah
Al Jundi-Pfaff, in the Friedland Transit Camp in Germany in spring 2019.”
Atiya, who comes from an Ismaili® family, grew up in the city of Salamiyah
in the Hama governorate in Syria.

Rocky is extraordinary not only for the continuity of his daily usage,
but also with respect to the intensity of his relationship with Atiya. The tie
between Atiya and Rocky has remained strong and indeed has
strengthened, over more than two decades. In this sense, he is a perfect
example of a biographical object.

4.3 Rocky and Atiya. © Friedemann Yi-Neumann, 2019.
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Rocky is now 24 years old. Atiya’s mother tailored him out of the
inner fabric and lining of a used jacket, and gave him to her as a gift (on
no particular special occasion) when she was around 11 years old.
Because of limited means, they could not afford many toys. With her
father working in Lebanon, Atiya lived with her mother and siblings in
Salamiyah. Rocky has a white body and face, brown arms, hair and ears,
button eyes and a friendly grinning mouth stitched with red thread.

At first he did not have a name. But when Atiya started watching
American television programmes she became fascinated by a place called
Rocky Creek in Texas and named the teddy after the series. Subsequently,
she learned about the movie character ‘Rocky’, which turned out to be a
more common name; she finally decided to call him Rocky.

Atiya went to Homs and Damascus to study, and later on to Hama,
where she worked as a pharmacy assistant in the national hospital. There
she treated the wounded from the escalating civil war; many died in front
of her eyes. One day she decided to escape the ‘nightmare’, as she called it.

Atiya left Syria hastily and went to Turkey — via Tripoli in Lebanon
—1in September 2015. At that time, it was still possible for Syrians to enter
Turkey without a visa. She made it to Istanbul where she lived for over
three years studying for a master’s degree in economic policy, which she
was unable to complete. Her time in Turkey was also experienced as a
‘nightmare’: she had various jobs there, and faced precarity, hostility and,
as an atheist and an unveiled woman, gender-related harassment,
amongst other forms of discrimination. These issues arose both in the
Turkish and the Syrian communities, and along the tense and fractious
political and ethnic lines of the civil war (Ozkaya 2020), deep trenches
that remain present in the German reception facilities.

Atiya decided to leave for Germany, where her sister was now
living with her family. In February 2019, she travelled to Izmir in Turkey
and went to Greece by speedboat. There were 30 people without life
jackets on the boat which crossed the Aegean Sea. Luckily, there was no
incident. Atiya went on to Athens, where she stayed for a few days. On
her journey, she had only a small bag with her qualification certificates
and Rocky. ‘Besides that, I just brought some small things that are
related to my memories,’ she told us (interview 16 April 2019). These
things included a misbaha (a prayer chain), which was a gift from a
Syrian friend, and a tiny wooden cup her flatmate in Istanbul had given
her to drink mate tea, the famous beverage from her hometown, and
Atiya’s favourite drink. The cup has now been left at her sister’s home.
On her second attempt, Atiya finally arrived in Germany with her
belongings by plane in March 2019.
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Atiya describes her relationship with Rocky as very close since he
had also helped her to cope with social isolation and struggles between
her and her sisters, long before she had left Syria. His place is in Atiya’s
bed. When her sister repeatedly asked Atiya why she would not throw
Rocky away, she shouted at her ‘How could I!” As Atiya explained in the
interview while eyeing the patches, the sewn-up parts and the holes in
the fragile fabric where the inner lining was coming out, ‘It really is a part
of me! As you can see, I tried to repair it many times, but everything falls
apart ... It is so old’ (interview 16 April 2019).

Not only age but also the intensity of this relationship have found
their expression in Rocky’s material condition, both in terms of abrasion
and holes and again in Atiya’s attempts to preserve and keep Rocky together
with the multiple repairs she has made and the stitching she has added. But
Atiya also explained in detail her interrelatedness with Rocky and the
specific forms of ‘communication’ that take place between her and him.
Moreover, she explained why she considers him a companion and friend
like no other person or thing, always aware of her ‘oddness’ and the
incomprehension it causes in others. ‘He doesn’t cheat or leave me. In some
way or another, I recognise he is me, or a part of me, he is just the other
opinion of me,” she said in another conversation on 18 March 2020.

Many people ... talk to themselves. I do that a lot, with Rocky, it
becomes easier; he is just a mirror that allows me to talk aloud to
myself ... I am 35 years old; he has been with me for more than 24
years. To be honest, I couldn’t throw stuff away or remove stuff or
people easily from my heart and life. I am a loyal person ... I had
other friends, pillars, but they couldn’t move, [but] he stayed with
me all the time ... There is a writer called Youssef Ziedan,’ he said
something like ... ‘There is no sacred place by itself ... Places gain
sanctity from what we feel towards [them] ...” The same [is true] for
me, my feelings towards him [Rocky] are what makes him special.
... For others, he is just a doll, ugly or lovely. For me, he is more ...

This statement echoes a profound reflection by Atiya. She has also intently
studied psychology for help in facing her personal struggles. At the same
time, this points to how social environments react to her relation to Rocky,
since Rocky’s significance is not always easy to convey to others and not
always readily accepted.

Relations yield and at the same time are based on a particular
commitment. This is certainly true of the relationship Atiya has with
Rocky. Atiya felt that she had failed to keep this commitment when she
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initially left Syria in 2015. That time she had left Rocky behind and could
only be reunited with him one year later:

When I went to Turkey ... I did not take him with me, but really I
missed him so much ... Till now I keep feeling guilty because I left
him for a year. Now and here I couldn’t imagine my life without him.
I still know he is a doll, but for me, it is a soul. I mean, I could buy
another doll or bear, a pretty one, but it would be as if I had cheated
on him and left him because he is old and ugly ... In some way or
another [it would be] as if I [had] abandoned my principles.

Being asked when she needed Rocky the most on her journey, Atiya
replied that that time was here and now. Although the situation in
Germany was different from that in Turkey, her striving to gain a foothold
continues. As she struggles with another start in another country, with
personal issues, with the feeling of social isolation, with pressure, and
using all her energy to learn German as a third foreign language (after
English and Turkish), Rocky remains a reliable companion. These
conditions give Atiya the feeling that Rocky is now more vital than ever;
to give Rocky away is simply unimaginable for her.

Zahra’s bangle and some conceptual doubts

The biographical object I now turn to tells a different story. For me, this
unobtrusive bangle (Figures 4.4 and 4.5) gave rise to some doubts about
how anthropologists create narrations of people and their biographies.

This bangle belonged to a young woman I will call Zahra. Zahra,
who was born in July 2000 in al-Hasaka in the north-eastern part of Syria,
arrived with her Kurdish family in the Friedland Transit Camp at the end
of November 2018. Coming on a UN resettlement plane they were able to
bring some suitcases containing their belongings. Zahra’s eldest brother
had already settled in Germany. The family, after years of forced
separation in the chaos of war and exile, was reunited.

Zahra’s flight began in 2011, in the wake of the uprisings against the
Syrian government that started that year in al-Hasaka city. Fearing that their
sons — her brothers — would be drafted into the Syrian Arabic Army, her
parents decided to leave. ‘We wanted neither to kill nor to be killed,” Zahra’s
mother said in the interview. The family went to Turkey, first to Amouda,
then to Gaziantep, and then on to Mersin. Zahra brought the bangle, as well
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4.4 Zahra’s bangle. Photo by Andrea Sorina Miiller. © Friedemann
Yi-Neumann, 2019.

4.5 Zahra wearing bangle and bracelet. © Friedemann Yi-Neumann,
2019.
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as a bracelet, from Syria to Friedland and, when asked to tell us about an
object important to her, decided to tell us about these possessions.

Zahra had been given the two items as gifts by her older sister over
ten years earlier. Her sister had bought them on the Shar’i-Phalestin (or
Palestine Street, a famous shopping street in al-Hasaka).

When Zahra looked at the bangle in Friedland, she said: ‘I recall my
childhood in Syria via these things. They are the memories of my country.’
Zahra and her siblings described how their former home looked and the
condition they had heard it was in now (parts of it had apparently been
destroyed after they left), the building, the yard where they once played,
the three older children sitting in front of the house as they used to do.
She also related her flight from war and their exile in Turkey.

When asked how she would feel if she lost these items, Zahra said
that it would be sad, since she had kept them all these years. What was
interesting in this statement is that it refers to the effort she had made so
far to keep them. But unlike Atiya and Rocky, she did not seem to consider
herself intrinsically interwoven with the bangle and bracelet. In the
conversation, while the objects functioned as a launching pad into her
memories, her recollections were not closely related to these things. The
bangle and bracelet, despite the trajectories and biographical aspects laid
out in front of us, left Zahra and us a little bemused. The story of the thing
was vague and offered far less emotional involvement and importance
than what I implicitly expected. What could they say about now?

She told us that she wore the jewellery regularly in Turkey, but not
in Friedland: ‘It is not the right place to wear them.’ The jewellery was for
parties, and she therefore felt that the camp was not a proper place to
wear them. In anticipation of the things to come and especially because a
friend she had made in Friedland had left on the day of the interview,
Zahra was not in the mood for partying.

The Friedland Transit Camp, where my colleague and I met her, is a
place where the sense of belonging is fragile and uncertain. Visibly
traumatised by war-related experiences, Zahra and her Kurdish family
were facing an uncertain future, and they were anxious about it. Here,
people who come with the UN resettlement programmes stay only for a
short time. At the same time, however, it is a place to make new friends
and have new experiences.

Another reason Zahra had stopped wearing the jewellery was that
she felt it had gone a bit out of fashion. She felt that it did not suit her any
more, since her time in exile was also one of coming of age and experiencing
herself in new surroundings. Part of the process of adolescence is detaching
oneself from some relationships via ‘transitional objects’ (Habermas 1999)
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and, I would add, detaching from things themselves. Soon she will have
lived longer outside Syria than inside, and other possessions from that time
are likely to lose some of their insignificance too. Perhaps, someday, they
will become pertinent to her again.

While Zahra took the jewellery with her, her motives blurred during
the flight and the years in exile. She spent most of the time with her family
and could rely on social relations. Atiya had spent significant times in
exile alone and became very reliant on her cuddly toy Rocky. Here lies a
key difference between the two cases. Another reason for Zahra
detachment from the bangle is undoubtedly her coming of age. It was
now out of place, out of fashion, unsuitable for a young woman. Hence,
efforts to explore its biography somehow remained superficial too.
Sometimes the things brought along turn out to be incongruous. These
items — at least initially — cannot be re-embedded in the new exilic
environments and practices in ways that give their biographically
accumulated weight relevance again.

Zahra decided to give the once-treasured bangle to the Friedland
Museum collection, as she had visited the museum days before.'* Given
the uncertainty Zahra and her family were facing, where everything
seemed undecided, I struggled to accept her offer. I felt that her apparent
lack of relatedness to this thing was premature. Our conversation was one
way of redefining this bond since it was still relevant as a gift from Zahra’s
sister, and as a thing she kept during the chaos of war in Syria and
precarious times in Turkey. At the same time, it no longer suited her and
had lost the importance it once had to her.

In the end, we agreed that the museum would add the bangle to its
collection, but on a permanent loan basis, meaning Zahra could ask for it
to be returned if she wanted to in the future. I came to realise that the
museum was the perfect destination for an object that had become
displaced over time, both holding it in due regard as a precious object,
and allowing Zahra to be free of this increasingly unsuitable thing.

Analysis

I will now try to compare the two cases using the framework presented
above, and to provide an understanding of the situations out of which these
items became biographical objects more or less intimately entangled with
their respective owners. Considering belongings alongside changing social
and cultural backgrounds within perceptional horizons (Merleau-Ponty) is
helpful for reflecting on the social positionality, personal relatedness and
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orientation of people who have fled during their life courses and routes.
Following Tret’iakov, this specific materiality is socially produced here by
everyday practice and sensational experience in precarious and transient
contexts along fragmented biographical courses. These ties have to be
considered in reference to shifting backgrounds, in which objects are
perceived by their possessors, who take different positions towards them
over time and also against the backdrop of the social environment they live
in. This allows for an understanding of personal biographies and
positionalities mediated by and negotiated between things.

The ethnographic material reflects a clear difference between Atiya
and Zahra, the former a mature academic, and a highly reflective woman,
and the latter a young woman who spent her teenage years in war and
exile, and who has largely been deprived of education. Their ages and
backgrounds affect their ability to describe and reflect on these
biographical things and on their personal entangledness with them, but
also on violent disruptions or gradual disentanglement.!* Moreover, the
fact that Zahra was with members of her family during our conversation
partly explains her reticence in discussing the jewellery,'? as did my
presence as an older unfamiliar European male. Without my female
Syrian colleague, Samah Al Jundi-Pfaff, I would certainly not have been
able to interact with Zahra or other female interlocutors similarly (see
Berliner and Falen 2008).

In Atiya’s case, the history of Rocky tells us something not only about
the creative and manual dexterity of her mother, but also about the social
background and limited economic capacities of her family when she was
growing up. The intensity and tenderness of the ties between mother and
daughter are materially expressed in the lovingly done sewing, in the heavy
wear and tear, and in Atiya’s ongoing attempts to keep Rocky from, quite
literally, falling apart (on ‘overuse’ see Ahmed 2019, 48-9). In reference to
the horizon scheme the object is of high emotional value and existentially
related to Atiya (perception) but not very well considered from a perspective
on social status of maturity (ascription).

Zahra’s bangle does not say much about the social position of her
family. Considering the material and its processing, as well as the fact that
it was a gift from her sister, one can assume that the item’s quality is solid
but the bangle was not extraordinarily expensive. The minor scuffs and
oxidations on its edges suggest it was worn regularly. Although the bangle
stayed stable physically, it did not do so emotionally, practically or socially
during its course, as I had initially assumed it would.

Similarly to other events leading to forced migrations, the Syrian
civil war conditioned what people could take with them; after all, people
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can only take things that are portable or transportable (see for example
Wallen and Pomerance 2018, 249; Basu and Coleman 2008, 316). These
circumstances represent a critical ‘point of passage’ (Star and Griesemer,
1989) at which most other belongings are left behind. For Atiya and
Zahra, in the same way as for many others, situated decisions and
randomness played a crucial 