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so-called ‘refugee crisis’.
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Preface

This preface aims to contextualise the present version of the book in
the changed social context in 2022, with particular reference to the
COVID-19 pandemic and the Russia-Ukraine war. My research work
on forced migration and sport started in 2015, shortly before the
height of the so-called ‘European refugee crisis’. The research projects
included in this manuscript were concluded before 2020, i.e. before the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. The first unpublished version of
this book was submitted as one of the requirements of my habilitation
at the Humboldt University of Berlin in May 2021. This means that
more than one year has passed between the first unpublished version
and this printed one.

This version has been revised but not updated. That is, I incorporated
the feedback of different reviewers to improve the manuscript’s
readability and to address specific critiques, but neither was the stand
of the research nor that of my research projects and the societal context.
This preface is an effort to remedy these shortcomings.

As regards the state of research, some important publications have
been issued since finalising this work. Among others, De Martini
Ugolotti and Caudwell (2021) and the special issue on Sport in Society
on Forced Migration and Sport edited by Spaaij, Luguetti, and De
Martini Ugolotti (2021) are particularly significant. This should not,
however, lead to an overestimation of the scientific discussion’s
fervency around this topic in recent years. Instead, it is more likely
that the publications are the outcomes of projects that began when the
‘refugee crisis’ was a leading socio-political concern. The COVID-19
pandemic decreased the relevance of this topic and the possibility to
study it, despite the fact that the situation of refugees around the world
has deteriorated severely. The Russia-Ukraine conflict and the resultant
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new ‘refugee crisis’ might reignite the conversation about forced
migration and sport.

The pandemic represented a major obstacle also for my research
work. Hence, from 2020, I focused on analysing and interpreting the
previously collected data and on publishing other works based on my
material (Burdsey, Michelini, & Agergaard, 2022; Michelini, Quade,
Burrmann, & Neuber, 2021; Michelini & Schreiner, 2022-Submitted;
Michelini & Seiberth, 2022). The only notable exception is a project
involving football players with a refugee background, which I carried
out in cooperation with the Egidius Braun Foundation (Michelini,
Bruland, & Janning, 2022). After a break of over three years due to the
corona pandemic, a follow-up study at Niamey’s refugee sites was
planned for summer 2022.

Finally, the change in societal context since mid-2021 must be
addressed. Against the background of the Russia-Ukraine war, 1 feel
compelled to look at my research and reflect on its implications in view
of the current situation. The conflicts in Syria and Ukraine cannot be
compared with one another, yet they both caused ‘refugee crises’ in
Europe. According to UNHCR (2022b), 6.7 million refugees fled Syria,
with one million currently residing in Europe. Within three months of
the outbreak of the conflict in Ukraine, nearly 5.5 million Ukrainians
left the country (UNHCR, 2022c). While Eastern Europe—particularly
Poland—is hosting the majority of Ukrainian refugees, European
countries have been managing the flow of migration through the
redistribution of refugees across countries.

In the early phase of the Ukraine war, heated discussions arose
about the racial disparity in the media between Syrian and Ukrainian
refugees. I fully agree with the critics. This comparison visibly exposed
the eradication of racial humanitarianism. The first wave of (Syrian)
refugees was welcomed with much solidarity by parts of the European
population. Yet the general attitude towards refugees deteriorated
following a series of events (e.g. attacks in Paris and assaults in
Cologne on New Year’s Eve). Yet I feel reassured by the solidarity and
enthusiasm for Ukrainian refugees I am currently witnessing, and hope
this positive attitude will persist in the time to come. I also hope that
other humanitarian crises around the world will not be forgotten.

I argue in this book that ‘refugee crises’ are (total) phenomena that
are socially constructed, highly politicised and have an impact on
society as a whole; they also have an impact on sport. Sport functioned
as a stage during the 2015 ‘European refugee crisis’ where both
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empathy and hostility were on full display. I will demonstrate that the
sport system’s response to this event was ‘sensible’ at different levels. It
is too early to analyse the sport system’s response to the ‘Ukrainian
refugee crisis’ (which has indeed already become an accepted
designation), but in the early phase of the conflict, athletes have
already been using sport to express either dissent or assent; sport
facilities have again become emergency shelters for displaced persons;
and the first fundraisers were organised by sport organisations.

This book presents the results of four research projects, which
targeted different aspects of the role of sport in the context of the
‘refugee crisis’: (1) mass media; (2) sport organisations; (3) refugee
sites; and (4) athletes with a refugee background. Without raising too
much anticipation, if you read this book, you might agree with me
that:

1 There are many reasons for being critical of the mass media’s
reports on the ‘refugee crisis’. Scandalmongering, humoral, and
even racist features were evident. We will hopefully see more
unbiased journalism during the ‘Ukrainian refugee crisis’.

2 Sports clubs were very active and learned a lot during the ‘refugee
crisis’. This know-how is ready to be re-activated in the case of
Ukrainian refugees. It is possible, however, that the rapid
succession of ‘crises’ may have a de-sensitising effect.

3 It is a disgrace that refugee sites exist and become long-term
settlements. Any effort to alleviate the burden of the residents is
valuable. Yet, the expectations of sport in this context are immense
and largely overestimated.

4  Athletes with a refugee background face tremendous pressure and
should get more support in their engagement in sport activities
after migrating. There is still much work to do to sensitise sport
organisations, athletes, and coaches.

Agamben (Agamben, 1998) speaks of refugees as a ‘nomos of our time’
because they expose our political system’s profound contradictions and
injustice. If ‘refugee crises’ are rapidly recurring phenomena, which are
perceived as a new emergency, their management will always be
perceived as being critical in repeated and accelerating cycles.

Until a systemic solution is found, unbiased journalism, social
activism, civic education, and (critical) research are important means
of opinion formation. I hope that these discourses—with a small
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contribution by this book—can maintain a high level of attention on
the dramatic situation of refugees all over the world—not only that of
Ukrainians, but also of those affected by other existing but ignored
humanitarian crises. Indeed and despite this basic human right is often
denied, ‘Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries
asylum from persecution’ (UN, 1948, Article 14).
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1 Introduction

The tabloid newspaper Bild portrayed the rise of Bakery Jatta as a
professional football player with almost fan-alike admiration. The word
‘fairy tale’ was widely used to describe the sport career of this young
Gambian, who migrated to Europe in 2015 in the context of the ‘refugee
crisis’ and rapidly made a name for himself in one of the world’s top
football leagues. Within just a few years, that same newspaper initiated
and pushed a media campaign depicting Jatta as an impostor.

In 2016, over 30 young asylum seekers joined a small and traditional
sports club in the suburb of a large German city. When these new
members joined, the club experienced numerous changes, renewed it-
self and mobilised additional resources. At their request, the club’s first
cricket team was established in 2017 and joined the German cricket
league. Despite its successes and the generous involvement of dozens
of participants, the cricket team dealt with social conflicts between
internal factions and part of the players were recruited by other cricket
teams, resulting in the dropout of some team members.

In Hamdallaye, a refugee site in the capital city of Niger, sport ac-
tivities take place regularly despite discouraging conditions. In co-
operation with the Fondazione Milan, the site’s management organises,
offers, and promotes a variety of sport disciplines, predominantly
football. In this particular setting, sport is understood as a therapy that
can help refugees who were evacuated from Libya to Niger to recover
from their traumatic experiences.

Several Syrian elite water polo players migrated to Europe following
the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War. After resettling in different
countries and resuming their sport careers, they participated in various
water polo events as one team. While they agree that sport helped them
integrate in Europe, their biographical trajectories differ significantly.
Only one of the several young talents who were once teammates still
plays water polo at a professional level.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003370673-1
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2 Introduction

These anecdotes exemplify some of the potential roles sport has
played in the context of the ‘refugee crisis’. Using a sociological ap-
proach, this book explores what lies behind the allegedly close re-
lationship between the ‘refugee crisis’ and the sport system. This chapter
sheds light on the approach taken to explain this social phenomenon, to
further elaborate the leading research questions and to outline the main
features of this book.

1.1 Sport and the ‘refugee crisis’ as a research topic

Many migrants arrived in the European Union (EU) via the
Mediterranean Sea or overland through Southeast Europe between
2013 and 2018. The majority were Syrians, Iraqis, and Afghans es-
caping countries riddled by ongoing armed conflict (UNHCR, 2021).
Asylum applications in Europe increased considerably between 2015
and 2016 (Eurostat, 2020).

The often politicised expression ‘refugee crisis’ (Sigona, 2018)" was
coined to describe this massive displacement of people from West Asia
and North Africa to the EU, and evolved to become a total social fact
(Mauss, 2002), with economic, legal, political, and religious implica-
tions. Economically, the crisis required the development of expensive
management programmes and challenged European governments’ fi-
nancial resources (Kancs & Lecca, 2018). Juridically, asylum legislation
became subject to a ‘recast exercise’ (Trauner, 2016). Politically, the
inability to agree on a collective approach nearly caused the collapse of
the EU, partly as a consequence of the rise of populist and anti-
immigrant parties (Algan et al., 2017). Religiously, the crisis revived
interreligious rivalries and aroused islamophobia (Schmiedel & Smith,
2018).

Following the ‘long summer of migration’ in 2015, many European
countries were engaged in controversial political debates about the
social integration of refugees. These discussions also included the
role of sport, which is often considered an engine of integration
(Council of Europe, 2020; European Commission, 2007; German
Federal Government, 2007).

The positive values of sport as a tool for promoting human rights,
encouraging peace, and fostering international understanding in
a spirit of mutual respect between people can be seen to play an
important role in helping both host societies and new arrivals in
a community come together to build new social connections. Common
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interests and values can be shared through sport, bringing people
together to promote intercultural dialogue, overcome differences, and
reduce intolerance.

(Council of Europe, 2020, online document)

These assumptions were considered self-evident long before the ‘re-
fugee crisis’ emerged and have been continuously echoed, amongst
others, by the mass media and by the sport system itself. However, a
large part of the sociological community agrees that a univocal po-
sitive view of the impact of sport is distorted and romanticised
(Coalter, 2008; Dowling, 2020; Hoberman, 2011). Guided by a
‘suspicious attitude’, this work neither intends to praise nor blame
sport in the context of forced migration, and instead to conduct an
in-depth and balanced analysis of its many facets. Indeed, the re-
lationship between the ‘refugee crisis’ and the sport system is not
limited to the abstract political discussion on integration and
involves—amongst other aspects—the mass media’s representation
of refugees in sport, sports clubs’ adaptation processes, the creation
of sport offers for refugees in reception sites, and the inclusion of
refugee elite athletes in sport. Exploring these topics yields some
beautiful fairy tales and awful nightmares and exposes the deep
contradictions in modern society.

The state of research, the definitions of key terms and leading
concepts from broader discussions on sport and migration sociologies
represent the scientific pillar of this book. By explicitly focussing
on social patterns concerning refugees and sport in the midst of
the ‘refugee crisis’, this book draws heavily on the sociological
discussion of forced migration and sport (Michelini, 2020b;
Middleton et al., 2020; Spaaij et al., 2019). To answer the research
question ‘What role does sport play in the context of the “refugee
crisis”?” with a satisfying degree of completeness and multi-
facetedness, this book builds on distinct research lines developed in
different projects:

*  The first project explores how the topic forced migration and sport
was covered in the press. This topic is examined on the basis of a
catalogue of German newspaper articles.

* The second project reviews the adaptations German sports clubs
introduced during the ‘refugee crisis’. Various empirical ap-
proaches are used to analyse sports clubs that provided sport
offers for refugees.
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»  The third project considers sport in the setting of refugee sites. An
ethnographic research study was carried out by taking part in
different sport activities offered in the refugee sites of Niamey
(Niger).

* In the fourth project, the sport careers of young athletes with a
refugee background are examined longitudinally based on a
sample of (former) elite Syrian water polo players, who sought
asylum in different European countries.

This book explores the role of sport in the context of the ‘refugee
crisis’ based on these four projects, which differ in terms of their
underlying research questions, theoretical frameworks (Luhmann’s
systems theory, Hurrelmann’s socialisation theory and Foucault’s
discourse analysis) and empirical methodologies (interviews, ethno-
graphy, document analysis). While the projects focus mostly on the
German case, they also shed some light on the European and global
aspects of this topic. The overarching consideration of this topic
through a systems theoretical framework enables a differentiated
analysis of its various aspects under both a descriptive and critical
perspective. With its generality claim, this theory is believed to have
the potential to successfully examine, relate, and contextualise this
heterogeneous content.

1.2 Research question

The leading research question of this book is “What role does sport
play in the context of the “refugee crisis”?” Specific sub-questions
guided the four projects conducted on this topic. Within the scope of
the four projects, selected aspects were favoured over others and
considered in separate articles, which were published earlier and
constitute the backbone of this book. Importantly, a cumulative ha-
bilitation requires the researcher to first focus on publishing scientific
journal articles. The overarching questions addressed by both the re-
search projects and this book were deferred until a later phase of the
research process and were in part newly conceived and assessed during
the writing process of this manuscript.

The sub-questions presented in Table 1.1 were partly assessed
through the journal articles attached to this book, and represent the
starting point for solving the fragmented research ‘puzzle’ (Eckstein,
1975, p. 91). This is achieved through two consecutive parts. First,
the main part of this text addresses the sub-questions connected to
each project by considering the findings of the published articles and
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Main Question

Projects’ Questions

Examples of Sub-questions

What role does
sport play in the
context of the
‘refugee crisis’?

How does the mass
media represent sport
in the context of the
‘refugee crisis’?

How do sports clubs
organise sport
activities for refugees?

How do refugee sites
organise sport
activities for refugees?

How do migration and
sport experiences
influence the
biographies of refugee
athletes?

Which topics emerge from
newspaper articles’
representation of sport in
the context of the
‘refugee crisis’™?

How do newspaper articles
represent refugee athletes
in the context of the
‘refugee crisis’™?

How did sports clubs adapt
to the ‘refugee crisis™?
Which conditions promote
or prevent the creation of

activities for refugees in
sports clubs?

What role does organised
sport play in refugee
sites?

What does sport mean for
residents of refugee sites?

What characterises the
sport careers of refugee
athletes?

What role does sport play
for athletes after forced
migration?

of additional unpublished material, which already existed or was
created for this book. Second, the discussion chapter merges and
connects the results of the individual projects and answers the main
research question.

1.3 Structure

The nine chapters of this book serve to exhaustively outline the
author’s research work on the topic forced migration and sport, based
in particular on the four projects mentioned above. Before delving
further into these projects, the reader can find all relevant informa-
tion on the state of research (Chapter 2), the definitions of terms
(Chapter 3), the topic’s overall social context (Chapter 4) and the
description of the theoretical framework (Chapter 5). Following
the explanation of the empirical approach (Chapter 6), the reader
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will be guided by an overarching red line based on the four in-
dividual projects and their main results (Chapter 7). This book then
discusses the four projects within a single comprehensive research
programme on forced migration and sport (Chapter 8), and ends with
a conclusion (Chapter 9), which reviews the main research question.
A critical reflection on the research carried out within the scope of
this study, the identification of gaps and a proposal for a future
research agenda conclude this book.

Note

1 A critical, in-depth investigation of the term ‘refugee crisis’ and other related
terminology is contained in Chapters 3 and 4.



2 State of the Art Research on
Forced Migration and Sport

This chapter reviews the general state of research on the topic forced
migration and sport. It elaborates the position of the present book
within the broader scientific context and relevant sociological research
programmes. By describing the current knowledge about the topic
being studied, a comprehensive overview of what has already been
done in the field and what needs further investigation are provided.
After locating this study within neighbouring disciplines, three sys-
tematic literature reviews on the topic forced migration and sport are
presented. A critical reflection on the state of research concludes this
chapter.

2.1 Neighbouring disciplines and research areas

This research is positioned between what Kneer and Schroer (2010)
call two types of ‘special sociologies’: the sociology of migration and
the sociology of sport.

The sociology of migration aims to understand migration patterns
and processes from a social perspective (Pries, 2010). Traditionally, it
has focused on the causes and consequences of international migration
on individuals, groups and society (Fong & Li, 2017; Horvath &
Amelina, 2017; Startup, 1971). Integration has always been a major
subtopic within this field (Castles et al., 2002; Esser, 2006; Heitmeyer &
Imbusch, 2005). Early sociological studies focused on the assimilation
process of migrants in mainstream society. Due to the harsh criticism
of ethnocentrism and ideological bias (Schneider & Crul, 2010), the
European scientific community has widely rejected the theories and
concepts of assimilation for decades (Alba & Nee, 1997) and prefers
the concept of ‘integration’. Despite being generally considered less
problematic, the term ‘integration’ has also been subject to heated
debates (Schinkel, 2018) and is—at least at the political level—deeply

DOI: 10.4324/9781003370673-2
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connected to hegemonic and nationalist endeavours. According to
Esser (2006), integration is broadly defined as the inclusion of actors in
an existing social system' and occurs in four dimensions: cultural,
structural, social, and emotional.” From a processual perspective, in-
tegration is likely to be long term, inter-generational, and subject to
drawbacks (Castles et al., 2014; Oberg, 2006). Recent literature dif-
ferentiates between various outcomes of integration and describes this
process as including changes in mainstream society (Schneider & Crul,
2010). Refugee studies (Malkki, 1995) and the sociology of forced
migration are particularly relevant in this research (Stepputat &
Serensen, 2014). Building on other academic and non-academic fields,
refugee studies emerged as an interdisciplinary discursive domain in
the 1970s (Malkki, 1995, p. 507). This particular research area focuses
on the causes and consequences of forced migration (Black, 2001), has
produced a multitude of case studies but has also struggled to develop
a comprehensive synopsis and an adequate theoretical framework
(Malkki, 1995, p. 507).

The sociology of sport investigates the reciprocal influences between
sport and society (Bette, 2010). It examines ‘the role, function and
meaning of sport in the lives of people and the societies they form’
(Malcolm, 2012, p. 15). As in the case of its mother discipline so-
ciology, sport sociology has undergone a process of differentiation
since its emergence in the mid-1960s. Today, the topics subsumed
under this area of research include many phenomena on different
performance levels, disciplines, roles, and settings (Craig, 2016).
Despite these developments, the sociology of sport faces challenges
from the natural sciences, from mainstream sociology and from an
internal lack of intellectual innovation (Bairner, 2012, p. 103). The aim
of this research is to analyse several facets of a complex phenomenon
in the context of sport and to understand their relationships. The fa-
cets touched upon include classic themes of the sociology of sport at
the macro (politics, media, economy), meso (sport organisations, re-
ception centres, refugee sites), and micro (biographies, discrimination,
conflict) levels (Coakley & Dunning, 2000; Craig, 2016; Giulianotti,
2015; Malcolm, 2012; Thiel et al., 2013). The relevant information on
these themes will be unravelled under an overarching framework in the
theory chapter and when assessing and discussing the results.

The combination of these two distinct sociologies is anticipated to
effectively support the exploration of the role of sport during the
‘refugee crisis’. To date, the topic migration and sport is considered to
be a distinct and established research area explored by the sociologies
of both migration and of sport. The sociological community focuses
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on two sub-topics in depth, which are of relevance for the present
book: labour market immigration and integration in/through sport,
which will be briefly summarised hereafter.

Sport as a global phenomenon has a unique relationship with con-
temporary migration (Giulianotti & Robertson, 2004). The most pop-
ular disciplines create a circulation of professional players, typically
from the peripheries and semi-peripheries of the world system of sport to
the top leagues (Carter, 2011; Darby, 2013; Darby et al., 2007,
Lanfranchi & Taylor, 2001). This movement as a form of ‘capacity
drain’ is embedded in the dynamics of power, which impoverishes the
countries of origin and enriches those of destination (McGovern, 2002;
C.-G. Scott, 2015). Building on Maguire’s pioneering work, various
studies identify typologies or rather ideal types of migrant athletes
(Agergaard, 2008; Magee & Sugden, 2002; Maguire, 1996, 2004b).
Politics traditionally presents the inclusion of players with a foreign
background in national teams as a demonstration of the emergence of a
multicultural society (Seiberth et al., 2017). However, sport has often
been a fertile ground for the expression of ethnic, regional, and racial
animosities (Back et al., 1999).

The political discourse depicts sport as a powerful integration tool
(Council of Europe, 2020; European Commission, 2007; German
Federal Government, 2007). While scientific results partly corroborate
the integrative effect of sport, its role in this context can neither be taken
for granted nor accepted unconditionally (Smith et al., 2019). As stated
above, the idea of integration even when related to sport may conceal
and support hegemonic discourses (Agergaard, 2018). On the one hand,
sport is widely considered a bonding activity that stimulates
(intercultural-) contact, is open, egalitarian and due to its body-
centredness speaks ‘no language’. On the other hand, sociological re-
search has disclosed phenomena of exclusion, cultural closure, and
discrimination in sport (Thiel & Seiberth, 2020). For example, sports
clubs are one of the most widespread formal organisations in civil
society, are characterised by low entry barriers and have a history of
inclusive practice towards migrants (S. Braun & Nobis, 2011; Nagel
et al., 2020). However, the underrepresentation of segments of the
migrant population, as well as processes of exclusion, discrimination,
and othering within sports clubs have been widely discussed in the
sociology of sport (Dowling, 2020; Seiberth & Thiel, 2010; Seiberth
et al., 2013).

Existing literature analyses of migration and sport provide a good
overview of the topic at hand from a sociological perspective
(Caperchione et al., 2009; Caperchione et al., 2011; Elling et al., 2001;
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O’Driscoll et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2019). Many lessons we can glean
from these studies on migrants are transferable and adaptable to re-
fugees. These studies have, for example, generated the following re-
levant knowledge:

*  Migration is a process that may imply different experiences and
triggers specific coping mechanisms that are related to sport in
certain cases.

*  Migrants are a highly heterogeneous group that escapes general-
isations, in general and with regard to sport preferences, in particular.

+ Although sport is often described as such, it is not per se an
instrument of social integration.

*  Migrants are underrepresented in sport, except for male youths,
and in some sport disciplines only.

* Sport labour migration is a rising phenomenon in globalised
professional sport.

The production of up-to-date knowledge on refugees in sport as a
specific target group at this particular historical moment is relevant
and crucial (Middleton et al., 2020). In fact, the differences between
migrants and refugees are not limited to their type of migration, which
is per definition involuntary (Castles, 2003). Despite being a hetero-
geneous group, refugees share a common legal status and a common
background of forced migration (Malkki, 1995). While no typical re-
fugee experience exists (Malkki, 1996), a refugee background often
involves adverse life events (but not necessarily traumas) such as
passive or active involvement in war events, loss of or separation from
family members, a dangerous journey to the country of asylum, pro-
longed periods in refugee sites and uncertain prospects of permanent
residence (Binder & Tosi¢, 2005; Ha & Lyras, 2013; Hartley et al.,
2017). For these reasons, knowledge developed on other migrant
groups is only in part transferable to refugees.

2.2 Knowledge on forced migration and sport

Three systematic literature analyses on the topic forced migration
and sport have recently been published (Michelini, 2020b; Middleton
et al., 2020; Spaaij et al., 2019). These three reviews represent the
foundation to illustrate the state of research in this field, to uncover
gaps and to demonstrate how this book will build on existing research
and fill in some of the gaps.
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A recent literature review (Spaaij et al., 2019) provides an in-
tegrative, critical review of scientific literature on forced migration and
sport. It synthesises what is known about the experiences of people
with a forced migration background with sport and physical activity,
and identifies key issues and directions for future projects in this field.
The literature review comprises 83 publications published between
1996 and 2019. It reveals a substantial increase in the volume of
published research articles on the topic in recent years, and that these
publications are primarily concentrated in Western countries around
the themes of health promotion, integration, and social inclusion, as
well as the obstacles to and facilitators for participation in sport and
physical activity. The review also reveals that there is a lack of bio-
graphical research on the topic forced migration and sport. Based on
this synthesis, four gaps and limitations that require attention in future
research have been identified: (1) the experiential (embodied emo-
tional) dimensions of sport and physical activity; (2) the need to de-
colonise research; (3) space for innovative methodologies, and (4)
research ethics.

Middleton et al. (2020) conducted a meta-synthesis of qualitative
research studies on forced migrants. By applying a sport psychological
lens, the study synthesises multi-disciplinary research from a sample of
23 peer-reviewed journal articles published since 1990, including many
sociological studies. Similar to the other two literature reviews
considered here, the authors identify the leading themes as the psy-
chosocial benefits of sport, sport as an integrative agent, and barriers
to sport. The article highlights how forced migrants’ life stories can
deliver an understanding of their sport experiences, (also) in compar-
ison with those of voluntary migrants, and emphasises the relevance of
feelings of safety in their lives and in sport. The authors also stress the
need for a critical approach to better understand how host commu-
nities can develop safe and integrative sport and physical activity
contexts for forced migrants.

Finally, the author of this book carried out a literature review
(Michelini, 2020b) and identified 26 suitable articles published after
2010. In accordance with their discipline, content, and objective, the
articles were classified into a health sciences and a sociology group,
which were evaluated separately. The articles in the health sciences
group address the barriers to participation in physical activity, the
evaluation of health-promoting interventions, and the impact of phy-
sical activity and sport on health. While assuming that physical activity
has a beneficial influence on health, some articles recommend profes-
sionals with a broad range of expertise to design and implement
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interventions for refugees based on sport and physical activity. The
articles in the sociology group deal with the psychosocial effects of sport,
the obstacles to participation in sport as well as the impact of forced
migration on sport careers. The literature review confirms the general
assumption that sport can have certain positive effects for refugees, e.g.
by integrating them, thereby creating a feeling of belonging, and by
supporting the process of acculturation (Berry, 2015). These positive
effects cannot, however, be generalised due to the high heterogeneity of
refugees and the non-representative survey sample. Moreover, the ne-
gative effects of participation in sport, such as violence, discrimination
and the exploitation of refugee athletes diminish this optimistic outlook.
The full article on the literature review is contained in the annexes (ar-
ticles by the author: 8).

2.3 Critical review of the literature

The weakness of the literature reviews considered above is that they
ignore important research studies on forced migration and sport by
authors, who for disparate reasons do not use the terms ‘refugee’ or
‘forced migrant’ in their publications, despite partially including them in
their samples. The extensive work of Sine Agergaard (Agergaard, 2008,
2018, 2019; Agergaard & Engh, 2017; Agergaard, Michelsen la Cour, &
Gregersen, 2016; Agergaard & Ryba, 2014), in particular, must be
mentioned in this regard. Moreover, by focussing on scientific literature
published in English only, the above literature analyses ignore the works
of important authors outside the Anglosphere. In the literature on
forced migration and sport published in German, which is of particular
relevance for this book, the leading authors include Ulrike Burrmann
(Burrmann, 2017, 2020; Burrmann, Brandmann, & Chudaske, 2015;
Burrmann, Mutz, & Zender, 2015) Sebastian Braun (Braun, 2011, 2018;
Braun & Finke, 2010; Braun & Nobis, 2011; Burrmann et al., 2014),
Klaus Seiberth (Seiberth, 2010, 2012; Seiberth & Thiel, 2014; Seiberth,
Thiel, & Hanke, 2018; Seiberth, Weigelt-Schlesinger, & Schlesinger,
2013; Thiel & Seiberth, 2020) and Tina Nobis (Albert & Nobis, 2020;
Nobis, 2013, 2017; Nobis & Bauer, 2007).

More generally, the articles identified and examined in the systematic
literature reviews are insufficient to accurately represent the many social
phenomena that emerged in the field of sport during the ‘refugee crisis’.
With the exception of research on sports clubs (Feuchter & Janetzko,
2018; Michelini et al., 2018; Nowy, Feiler, & Breuer, 2020; Seiberth
et al., 2018; Straume et al., 2018; Tuchel et al., 2021; Verweyen, 2019),
most of the articles ignore the topics this book delves into, namely the
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mass media discourse on sport in the context of the ‘refugee crisis’, the
role of sport in refugee sites, and the careers of elite athletes with a
refugee background. The current status of research on migration and
sport is in part transferrable to the sub-field this book explores and re-
presents a solid foundation for performing further scientific studies
tailored to refugees. Yet due to its specificity and social relevance,
refugee-focused research deserves innovative, more inclusive and am-
bitious studies. Small-scale and cross-sectional studies have produced
some empirical-based knowledge on this topic. Sports sociologists, as
well as many social scientists, are still conducting research and pub-
lishing results on this topic, based primarily on small, local, and ex-
plorative projects. This book aims to create bridges between the four
projects the author was involved in and other research programmes. The
systematic literature review presented in this chapter (Michelini, 2020b)
is a collection, synthesis and critical evaluation of research studies on
forced migration and sport. Two articles contained in this book
(Michelini et al., 2018; Tuchel et al., 2021) resulted from the merging of
data from the project Activities for Refugees in Sports Clubs with those
of two similar projects® carried out in Germany by other research teams.
Finally, this book itself is an effort to connect the author’s different
research projects with one another. While each individual project pre-
sented in the following chapters adds yet another small and fragmented
piece of knowledge to the current state of research, their consideration
within an overall study provides a more general and broader overview of
the topic forced migration and sport.

Notes

1 At a more abstract level, integration indicates the cohesion of different parts
(function systems, organisations, groups, and individuals) of a system
(Esser, 2006, p. 7).

2 The number, label, and contents of these dimensions differ in other theories
of integration (Ager & Strang, 2008).

3 The quotations in this paragraph entail also sources, which were written by
more authors or co-authored by the mentioned researchers.

4 The project Sport for and with Refugees was carried out at the Technical
University of Chemnitz, and the project Refugee Work of Sport Clubs was
conducted at the Humboldt University Berlin.



3 Definitions of Key Terms in
Forced Migration and Sport

This chapter defines the key terms used in this book. Concepts related
to migration, physical activity, and crises lie at the core of the topic
analysed here. To give the reader a better understanding of the present
discussion, these concepts must be introduced, explained, and de-
limited from and related to each other. Indeed, many of these words
are politically charged and used with dissimilar meanings in different
social contexts. The theoretical implications of the definitions, which
are borrowed from existing glossaries and scientific literature, will be
discussed in detail and further deepened in successive chapters.

3.1 Migrant, displaced person, and refugee

These terms have been chosen, amongst many others, from the vast
lexicon on migration because of their particular relevance for this re-
search.! Taking a juridical perspective has the advantage of providing
precise yet neutral definitions of these terms, with relevant and con-
crete implications. Other related concepts can be found in the Glossary
on Migration based on international migration law (Sironi et al., 2019).
According to this source:

Migration involves ‘[t]he movement of persons away from their
place of usual residence, either across an international border or
within a State’ (Sironi et al., 2019, p. 137). In turn, a migrant is a
person, ‘who moves away from his or her place of usual residence,
whether within a country or across an international border,
temporarily or permanently, and for a variety of reasons’ (Sironi
et al, 2019, p. 132). Importantly, migrant is understood here in an
inclusivist and not in a residualist sense (Sironi et al., 2019, p. 133).
Therefore, as an umbrella term, it also includes those who have fled
war or persecution.
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Forced migration is used here as a synonym for displacement and is
defined as ‘a migratory movement which, although the drivers can be
diverse, involves force, compulsion, or coercion’ (Sironi et al., 2019,
p. 77). Displaced persons ‘have been forced or obliged to flee or to
leave their homes or places of habitual residence, [...] in particular as a
result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of
generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-
made disasters’ (Sironi et al., 2019, p. 77).

The 1951 United Nations Convention on the Status of Refugees and
its 1967 Protocol defines a refugee as:

[a] person who, owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular
social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his
nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail
himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear,
is unwilling to return to it.

(UNHCR, 2010, p. 14)

Refugees are recognised as such through a formal determination proce-
dure (C. Hardy, 2003) based on objective criteria related to the circum-
stances of their displacement, ‘which justify a presumption that they meet
the criteria of the applicable refugee definition’ (Sironi et al., 2019, p. 14).
An asylum seeker, on the other hand, is an individual, ‘who is seeking
international protection. In countries with individualized procedures, an
asylum seeker is someone, whose claim has not been finally decided yet by
the country in which he or she has submitted it. Not every asylum seeker
will in the end be recognized as a refugee, but every recognized refugee is
initially an asylum seeker’ (Sironi et al., 2019, p. 14). Figure 3.1 shows a
possible typology of migrants and the position of refugees in it.

Migrant Displaced person Asylum seeker

Figure 3.1 A typology of migrants.




16  Definitions of Key Terms

Importantly, while according to the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights ‘[e]veryone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries
asylum from persecution’ (UN, 1948, Article 14.1), being a recognised
refugee rests on claiming and being granted such status. For a variety of
reasons, not every displaced person with the possibility of being granted
refugee status actually claims it. Moreover, not every person who meets
the criteria and claims this status is recognised as being a refugee. In fact,
a formal determination of refugee status is subject to variables such as
the work of case reviewers and socio-political factors. European mi-
gration policy has been extensively criticised for (amongst other reasons)
creating a dichotomy between (encouraged) economic migration and
(discouraged) asylum migration (Stewart, 2008). During the ‘refugee
crisis’, for example, several European countries accelerated or prioritised
asylum procedures for refugees from selected countries, notably from
Syria (Asylum Information Database, 2017). The asylum-migration
nexus—or rather the acknowledgement of an overlapping relationship
between irregular and asylum migration—is widely accepted in the so-
ciology of migration (Stewart, 2008, p. 224). For this reason, this re-
search does not limit its focus on refugees and also includes displaced
persons in general.

The definitions introduced above are products of the modern political
order. There is a dynamic legal and political discussion on the typology
of refugees and on the admission of new types, notably that of internally
displaced persons, environmental refugees and development-induced
refugees (Black, 2001). Social science has traditionally taken a critical
attitude towards the social construction of these labels and towards
the process of their social acceptance (Black, 2001, p. 63). Moreover, the
term ‘refugee’ becomes misleading when used to label generalisable
types of persons, identities, cultures, communities, or situations without
specific historicisation and contextualisation (Malkki, 1995, p. 496).
This book therefore avoids using generalising concepts such as the ‘re-
fugee experience’ (Agier, 2008) or the ‘refugee psychological condition’
(Thompson et al., 2018) without considering the broader social, poli-
tical, and personal context.

3.2 Physical activity, exercise, and sport

Drawing from widely accepted definitions in sport sciences, physical
activity (PA) is defined as ‘any bodily movement produced by
skeletal muscles that results in energy expenditure above resting
level’ (Bouchard & Shephard, 1994, p. 77). This definition embraces
all possible human activities involving movement in leisure, work,
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commuting, and household domains (Cavill et al., 2006, p. 3). PA
can further be characterised by considering its mode, intensity,
duration, frequency, and continuity (Ainsworth et al., 2000).

(Caspersen et al. (1985, p. 126)) define exercise as ‘a subset of
physical activity that is planned, structured, and repetitive and has as a
final or an intermediate objective the improvement or maintenance of
physical fitness’. Exercise is leisure PA carried out with the purpose of
improving or maintaining one or more physical fitness components
(Caspersen et al., 1985, p. 128; Pietild et al., 1995, p. 330).

As an activity and a social construct (Heinemann, 2007), sport and
its connection to the ‘refugee crisis’ lie at the core of this research.
Sport shares many characteristics with what Brunner et al.,
(1972-1997) call ‘basic concepts’ (Grundbegriffe), which are inevitable
and irreplaceable in the political and social vocabulary. Historically,
the meaning of sport changed widely before crystallising into its
modern meaning.> Nevertheless, and despite being a global term, its
interpretation still depends on geographic, linguistic, and cultural
factors (Loy, 1968; Thiel et al., 2013). This may be the reasons why
philosophers and sociologists continue to be engaged in discussions
about the definition of sport (Klein, 2016). While this book considers
sport primarily as a social construct (Heinemann, 1998, p. 53), this
section defines sport as a type of PA with unique characteristics. The
German sociologist Heinemann (2007, p. 56) identifies four char-
acteristics that are fundamental to sport: (1) it is a PA that involves the
human body; (2) it is performance-oriented; (3) it is ‘autotelic’, i.e. it
has a purpose in itself; (4) it is governed by specific rules.

Interestingly, despite the fact that the terms ‘PA’, ‘exercise’, and
‘sport’ are precise, definable, and distinguishable, they have become
increasingly conflated and used synonymously (Haag et al., 2012, p. 264;
Waddington et al., 1997, p. 170). Particularly, the word ‘sport’ itself has
been de-sportified (Bette, 1995; Cachay, 1990; Digel, 1990; Grupe,
1988), and is often used for PAs that do not exhibit the fundamental
characteristics of sport. An upcoming section of this chapter argues that
aside from being a type of PA, sport is also a social construct
(Heinemann, 2007) or rather, according to this theoretical framework, a
function system (Bette, 1989; Schimank, 1988).

3.3 Crisis and migration crises

‘Crisis’ is a basic and over-inflated concept in the political and social
vocabulary (Koselleck & Richter, 2006). Its modern meaning ‘refers to
a sudden change, a temporal interruption of a condition of normality’
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(Carastathis et al., 2018). Abundant sociological research deals with
specific crises, especially economic ones. While Marxism (Engels, 1844/
1996; Marx, 1867/2018), systems theory (Luhmann, 1987b; Parsons,
1951) and critical theory (Habermas, 1980) deliver in-depth theorisa-
tions of crisis as a social phenomenon, the term remains elusive. It has
ancient Greek origins (from xpioig ‘decision’) and its usage has been
transforming and plurivalent from early on (Holton, 1987; Koselleck &
Richter, 2006; O’Conner, 1981). From a historical perspective,
Koselleck and Richter (2006, p. 358) observe that:

since 1780, [crisis ] has become an expression of a new sense of time
which both indicated and intensified the end of an epoch. Perceptions
of such epochal change can be measured by the increased use of
crisis. But the concept remains as multi-layered and ambiguous as
the emotions attached to it. Conceptualized as chronic, ’crisis’ can
also indicate a state of greater or lesser permanence, as in a longer
or shorter transition towards something better or worse or towards
something altogether different. "Crisis’ can announce a recurring
event, as in economics, or become an existential term of analysis, as
in psychology and theology.

They conclude their analysis of the concept of crisis with an ad-
monition to scholars to weigh the implication of this concept carefully
before adopting it for analytical aims (Koselleck & Richter, 2006,
p. 400). This book examines a crisis that was indubitably perceived as
such, and the author does not use the term ‘crisis’ as a catch-term.

The frequent usage of the term ‘crisis’ could indicate ‘semantic-
bleaching’ (Meillet, 1912/1965) or a contemporary tendency of society
to describe itself as being permanently inflicted by crises (Holton, 1987,
Luhmann, 1984a). Alternatively, this may reflect a concrete rise in
crises in our ‘high-speed society’ (Rosa, 2003) or may reinforce the
suggestion of Biggs et al. (2011) that we are indeed entering an era of
concatenated global crises. In any case, if we consider crises as a state
contrary to normality, we are witnessing a paradoxical normalisation
of the crisis-state (Holton, 1987, p. 503).

Concerning the definition of the term crisis, Koselleck and Richter
(2006) identify four main understandings of the concept of crisis,
namely as:

1 A chain of events that culminate in a situation that requires decisive
action.
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2 A turning-point after which human conditions will change forever.

3 A situation that endangers the existence of an entity, system or
status quo.

4 A transitional phase made necessary by the inherent logic or prior
developments.

The elusive concept of crisis can therefore be understood in different
ways. At the core of its varying definitions, however, lies the idea of a
radical change with widespread impacts on different areas and levels
of society. The concepts of nation-state and citizenship are crucial to the
modern social order. Therefore, migrations, particularly when massive,
unexpected and cross-national, have a considerable disrupting power
(Maehler & Brinkmann, 2015, p. 164). As previous migration crises
have, the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ widely impacted society, as the next
chapter will argue.

Notes

1 Further definitions such as ‘stateless person’ and ‘humanitarian refugee’ are
not included.

2 The etymology of the word ‘sport’, a short form of the old French desport,
signifies amusement and play (Haag et al., 2012, p. 472).
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The ‘refugee crisis’ represents the central phenomenon of this book. Its
heated political and media discussion—particularly between 2015 and
2016—acknowledges it as being widely influential under economic,
political, and social aspects. However, it must be stressed that refugee-
receiving nations in West Asia and North Africa received much larger
numbers of refugees in the years prior to 2015-2016 than Europe
without earning the same kind of attention or framing it in similar
public and political narratives. The social construction of the ‘refugee
crisis’ in Europe erases the long-term processes underlying it from
consideration and reinforces the Eurocentric assumption that these
long-term processes ‘exploded” when FEurope became affected
(Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2016). Therefore, the opinion of many activists
and sociologists is that the phenomenon has been widely constructed
as a crisis and that it has been instrumentalised as such. Explaining its
impact on society and in particular on the sport system requires a
description of the ‘crisis’ both as a social context and as a process. This
chapter thereby aims to furnish a sufficient contextual backdrop for
the reader to better understand the ensuing arguments of this book
and to understand the reasons beyond its polarised discussion.

4.1 The context of the ‘refugee crisis’

While a comprehensive analysis of the ‘refugee crisis’ exceeds the
ambitions of this chapter, its brief description as a social phenomenon
and its position in the present discussion is important for under-
standing this research.

The ‘refugee crisis’ was an episode within a historical pattern of mi-
gration to Europe (Bade, 2008), which was closely connected with the
civil war in Syria." According to media reports (Aljazeera, 2018; BBC,
2019; CNN, 2020), this ongoing multi-sided civil war began in 2011.
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It has developed into one of the bloodiest and most complex conflicts in
the world today, since it involves dynamic and numerous coalitions of
adversaries opposing each other in varying combinations. Amongst
other consequences for the neighbouring countries, this conflict caused a
migration movement of populations to Europe, where asylum applica-
tions have surged since 2013 (Eurostat, 2020). This, as well as a con-
catenation of further events, which are partly illustrated in the figure
below,? evolved in Europe as a complex social phenomenon that was
referred to and constructed as the ‘refugee crisis’ (Figure 4.1).

Here, the ‘refugee crisis’ is considered to be a type of migration crisis
or rather ‘the complex and often large-scale migration flows and
mobility patterns caused by a crisis, which typically involve significant
vulnerabilities for individuals and affected communities and generate
acute and longer-term migration management challenges’ (Sironi
et al., 2019, p. 137). The massive arrival of refugees in Europe during
this period affected all countries and unleashed a chain of con-
sequences in different social domains. This, in turn, created a situation
that was perceived in Europe as being alarming:

Europe is in the midst of an unprecedented human migration. Fleeing
war, fearing for their life and dreaming of a better life far from the
poverty and upheaval of their unstable nations, hundreds of thousands
are flocking to Europe’s shores. The migrants and refugees risk their
lives in rickety boats and cramped lorry containers — only to be greeted
by governments that can’t agree on how, or if, to welcome them.
(Smith-Spark, 2015)

In this sense, despite the misleading political usage of this term, it is
appropriate to speak of a ‘refugee crisis’. Nevertheless, this book uses
scare quotes when referring to the ‘refugee crisis’ to depict the author’s
critical attitude towards the negative, problematised and politicised
understanding of this expression, which was constructed at the ideo-
logical level through the convergence of media, affect, and politics
(Gutiérrez Rodriguez, 2018, p. 17).

Numerous sociologists (Brandle et al., 2019; Carastathis et al., 2018;
Fotopoulos & Kaimaklioti, 2016; Gutiérrez Rodriguez, 2018; Holmes &
Castafieda, 2016; Krzyzanowski et al., 2018; Lams, 2018; Moore et al.,
2018; Rheindorf & Wodak, 2018; Sigona, 2018; Weber, 2016) have
discussed and criticised the racist, nationalist, and colonialist features of
the political and media construction of the ‘refugee crisis’. Georgiou and
Zaborowski (2017, p. 3) note that the narratives of the coverage on
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Opening of Macedonia’s borders to refugees
Merkel's: ‘We can do this’

Hungary’s erection of a border fence to Croatia
Death of Alan Kurdi near Bodrum
Demonstrations of solidarity for refugees
Opening of Germany's and Austria’s borders to refugees
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Paris attacks

Incidents of sexual assault in Cologne

Macedonia's erection of a border fence to Greece
Closing of Bulgaria’s borders

Closing of FYROM’s, Slovenia’s and Croatia’s borders
Austria’s cap on asylum claims and transits
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EU-Turkey migrant deal
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Evacuation of ldomeni (Greece)
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Riot in Moria detention centre (Greek)
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CNN footage of migrants being sold off at slave auctions in Libya
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Czech President Milo§ Zeman re-election after a campaign against immigration
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Election victory of Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban

New Italian government composed by Five Star Movement and Lega Nord

Declaration of the ‘refugee crisis’ as ended by the EU

Figure 4.1 Timeline of the European ‘refugee crisis’.
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refugees changed over time: “The sympathetic and empathetic response
of a large proportion of the European press in the summer and especially
early autumn of 2015 was gradually replaced by suspicion and, in some
cases, hostility towards refugees and migrants’. Interestingly, even the
mainstream nomenclature of this phenomenon changed from the
summer of migration to the ‘refugee crisis’ (Gutiérrez Rodriguez, 2018,
p. 17). This reflects a broader development of the attitude towards re-
fugees, who initially sparked intense feelings of solidarity that appealed
to Christian and humanitarian traditions of charity and empathy, or
rather to the so-called Willkommenskultur embodied by the motto
‘Refugees Welcome’. After a series of terrorist attacks and other events,
such as sexual assaults on women on New Year’s Eve 2015/2016 in
Cologne,? this compassionate attitude was gradually replaced by a more
distrustful one, which in the opinion of some critical sociologists occa-
sionally crossed over into racial constructions of refugees as the ‘Other’
and was submerged in colonial imaginary (Gutiérrez Rodriguez, 2018).

In the public perception (Zick et al., 2008) and in media portrayals
(Georgiou & Zaborowski, 2017), refugees were often represented as out-
siders and as being different to Europeans through ascribed connotations
that were either positive (vulnerable outsiders) or negative (dangerous
outsiders). Either way, refugees were constructed as the ‘Other’ from a
European perspective (Dussel, 1995). The political discourse described
the integration of refugees as an evidently challenging task:

Thus within the media rhetoric of the “refugee crisis,” the signifier of
the “refugee” works as a “floating signifier” representing the anxieties
and fears of what the media conceived as the majority of the
population, regularly imagined as white, German, abled, cis-
gendered, national bodies. These anxieties and fears of the presumed
population are projected onto an imagined racialized Other. Further,
the link of the “refugee” with “crisis” points to the idea of rupture and
singularity. As Myrto Tsilimpounidi notes, “crisis” can be perceived
as a “perpetual frame-breaking moment that dismantles the certain-
ties and normative narratives of nation, sovereignty, social bonds and
belonging for people on the ground.” “Crisis” involves financial,
economic, or political life in dominant media and political discourses,
but also defines a “state of being” in society that results out of a “deep
political and social sense of uncertainty, precarity, and dispossession.”
Linked to refugees, the media and political rhetoric on “crisis”
illustrates the continuation of the coloniality of power.

(Gutiérrez Rodriguez, 2018, p. 19)
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4.2 The ‘refugee crisis’ as a process

The ‘refugee crisis’ is a process that can be broken down into a distinct
number of consecutive time frames. As will be argued in a forthcoming
chapter on Germany, this phenomenon from a European perspective
can be divided into three phases based on asylum applications
(Figure 4.2): pre-peak (2013-2014), peak (2015-2016), and post-peak
(2017-2018).

The pre-peak phase of the ‘refugee crisis’ is deeply connected to events
that took place far away from Europe, and included wars, human rights
violations, environmental and climate catastrophes, and economic
hardship. Among these events, the Syrian Civil War played a key role.
This ongoing multi-sided armed conflict began in 2011 as a series of
protests that President Bashar al-Assad’s government repressed vio-
lently (Aljazeera, 2016; BBC, 2016¢; CNN, 2016). A crackdown by the
Syrian Army, the formation of several fighting factions and the in-
creasing interference of foreign nations followed. Consequently, a gra-
dually increasing number of displaced persons began leaving Syria to
seek safe harbour in neighbouring countries or in Europe, and were
joined by other migrant groups. The number of asylum applications in
the EU reached 400,515 in 2013, and 594,180 in 2014 (Eurostat, 2020).
Prior to the peak phase, the phenomenon was mostly a media topic and
the socio-political attitude towards the arriving refugees was generally
positive (Georgiou & Zaborowski, 2017). The Syrian Civil War was
widely reported in European mass media and the conflict was increas-
ingly perceived as a distant yet relevant event.

The European ‘refugee crisis’ reached its peak between 2015 and
2016. Together with people migrating to Europe for other reasons,
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Figure 4.2 Asylum applications in Europe between 2013 and 2018 (UNHCR,
2022a).
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over five million Syrians sought safety first in neighbouring countries
and later in Europe. During this phase, which includes what has been
called the ‘long summer of migration’, a massive stream of Syrian,
Afghan, and Iraqi forced migrants reached Europe, mostly through
Italy or Greece and the ‘Balkan route’ (UNHCR, 2021). According to
data of Eurostat (2020), asylum applications more than doubled in
comparison to previous years and exceeded the 1 million mark in both
2015 (1,282,690) and 2016 (1,221,185). There is broad consensus that
the pervasive mass media’s reporting was fundamental in co-creating
the crisis and that it made it tangible, even where its consequences were
not palpable (Krzyzanowski et al., 2018). The mediatisation of single
national and international events such as the tragic death of toddler
Alan Kurdi (Vollmer & Karakayali, 2018) or the sexual assaults on
women on New Year’s Eve 2015/2016 in Cologne (Weber, 2016)
played an important role in mobilising public opinion in support of or
against refugees (Georgiou & Zaborowski, 2017). During this phase of
the ‘refugee crisis’, this social phenomenon intensified and represented
a notable irritation for society as a whole.

After the peak of the crisis had been reached, political measures were
taken to limit the migration streams to Europe (Krzyzanowski et al.,
2018). Importantly, the EU-Turkey Deal (2016) and the bilateral
agreement between the Governments of Italy and Libya (2017) con-
tributed to a drastic reduction in the number of migrants entering
European countries (Becatoros, 2019). These deals were met with cri-
ticism due to their (lack of humanitarian) goals and the entrustment of
countries with a questionable resolve or capacity to respect international
law and ensure appropriate protection of refugees (Amnesty
International, 2016; Engin, 2017; Gkliati, 2017; Hakura, 2016). The
number of asylum applications in the EU dropped to 677,470 in 2017
and to 608,335 in 2018 (Eurostat, 2020). This notwithstanding, the
socio-political discussion remained negative and critical towards
the welcome culture. It focused mainly on problems connected to the
‘refugee crisis’, amongst others, migrant criminality, repatriation and
(failed) integration. To put an end to the distorted use of this topic for
political campaigns, the EU declared the ‘refugee crisis’ as being over in
March 2019 (Rankin, 2019). Apart from some temporary abatement,
the media’s attention on the ‘refugee crisis’ remained very high in the
years following the peak phase. Only the new crisis triggered by the
COVID-19 pandemic has been able to turn the spotlight away from
the ‘refugee crisis’ and to monopolise the media’s attention (Bortoletto
et al., 2021). In turn, this was fundamental to end the intensive discus-
sion on migration to the EU and therefore the ‘refugee crisis’.
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4.3 Sport in the ‘refugee crisis’

As previously stated, the ‘refugee crisis’ affected European society to
different degrees and at various levels. Intuitively, the widespread and
radical changes caused by the ‘refugee crisis’ may have also impacted
sport in four fundamental ways. First, as an external impulse, it may
have indirectly fostered adaptation processes originating within the
sport system. For example, a sport federation might admit refugees
without a club affiliation to a competition to adapt to the special social
situation (Zeitgeist). Second, the ‘refugee crisis’ may have had an in-
direct impact on sport through other areas of society. This is the case
when politics call for (non-bindingly or bindingly) cooperation of
sport in managing the crisis. Third, sport may have developed internal
adaptation processes. This is the case when sports clubs’ human re-
sources decide to organise sport offers for refugees. Finally, fourth, the
inclusion of refugees in sport may have induced change. For example,
the presence of refugees in sports clubs may have influenced the clubs’
programmes. While the first two effects represent quasi top-down and
the last two quasi bottom-up processes, how social adaptation evolves
is always complex, overlapping, and embedded in multiple processes
and requires the support of a refined theoretical framework. The
concepts introduced in the next chapter will allow for a more sophis-
ticated consideration of the role of sport in the ‘refugee crisis’.

Notes

1 In 2015, among the over one million refugees that arrived in Europe, 46.7
per cent were Syrian, 20.9 per cent were Afghan, and 9.4 per cent were Iraqi
(UNHCR, 2021).

2 The figure was created by the author based on different sources (amongst
others: Carlson et al., 2018; Dockery, 2017; Fry, 2015; Rheindorf & Wodak,
2018; Weesjes, 2016).

3 Importantly, the alleged involvement of refugees as the perpetrators of these
events was later disclaimed (BBC, 2016b), and the political use of these
circumstances was heavily criticised (Weber, 2016).



5 Systems Theoretical
Framework

To elucidate the poly-contextural embeddedness of the observed phe-
nomenon (Giinther, 1979), this book applies an overarching theoretical
framework based on Luhmann’s systems theory (1987b) to re-analyse
and re-interpret the data collected for four research projects on the topic
forced migration and sport. This enables a comparison and contrasting
of the individual projects and is therefore a premise for creating new
knowledge from this process. Part of the projects initially relied on other
theoretical frameworks (Table 5.1), including Hurrelmann’s interac-
tional concept of socialisation theory (1988) and Foucault’s post-
structuralist theory (1977).

Table 5.1 Sociological theories applied in the research

Projects Theory

Sport and Forced Migration in the Foucault’s post-structuralist
Mass Media theory

Activities for Refugees in Sports Clubs Luhmann’s systems theory

Physical Activity in Refugee Luhmann’s systems theory
Reception Sites

Forced Migration and Elite Sport Hurrelmann’s socialisation theory

This chapter introduces sociological systems theory in detail as the
leading framework and subsequently outlines the fundamental compo-
nents of theories that assumed a secondary role in the research process.
Importantly, as systems theory is a general theory, it can absorb further
comprehensive sociological theories as well as other specific theories that
are better capable of shedding light on selected contexts and facets of
this social phenomenon.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003370673-5
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5.1 Systems theory

Luhmann’s systems theory differs in its fundamental assumptions from
other system-based alternatives' (Thiel & Tangen, 2015). It was chosen
for its ambition to be a super-theory for the description of society
(Luhmann, 1984b, p. 19). This sociological theory can be described as a
network of ideas, representations and definitions, which relies on shared
theoretical foundations. Luhmann’s ultimate goal (1982a, p. XIII) was
‘to develop a conceptual vocabulary that is refined, variegated, and
supple enough to capture what he sees as the unprecedented structural
characteristics of modern society’. Its complexity and depth makes it
possible in the present case to relate the individual projects to one an-
other under an overarching frame (Willke, 2006, pp. 1-4).

This section introduces general and specific systems theoretical
concepts applied to this book’s topic and the typification of the sys-
tems underlying its research projects. The discussion chapter uses these
elements in a more ambitious and applied way by delivering an
overarching systems theoretical consideration of the topic forced mi-
gration and sport. While this book explains—at least briefly—the main
systems theoretical concepts that lie at its core, existing secondary and
introduction literature on systems theory in the form of glossaries
(Baraldi et al., 1997; Krause, 2005; Moeller, 2006) is useful to deepen
its theoretical implications and to grasp its inner complexity and re-
quisite variety (Ashby, 1991).

5.1.1 General assumptions

As Luhmann’s systems theory is highly abstract and not necessarily
intuitive for non-expert readers, the pillars of this theory need to be
introduced. Accordingly, ‘systems are based on a difference between
system and environment. Therefore, system differentiation means the
repetition of this difference within systems’ (Luhmann, 1984a, p. 63).
Amongst other types of systems, ‘social systems are self-referential
systems based on meaningful communication’ (Luhmann, 1982b,
p. 131). Communication is the constitutive element of society, i.e. a
type of social system that includes all other systems as well as all
communications. Different from other social systems, however, society
as a self-substitutive order cannot communicate outside itself and ac-
tualises its contents through internal circulation. In modernity, society
is one complex and unified world system (Luhmann, 1982b).

At the same time, modern society is internally differentiated into sub-
systems, enabling communication between these systems. Differentiation
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is ‘the emergence of a particular subsystem of society by which the
characteristics of system formation, especially autopoietic self-reproduc-
tion, self-organization, structural determination and, along with all these,
operational closure itself are realized’ (Luhmann, 2000, p. 23). Examples
of function systems are politics, mass media, education, health, economy,
law, family, and sport. Such systems are interconnections of commu-
nication related to a social area and to a particular societal problem, such
as the production of collectively binding decisions (politics), the circula-
tion of information (mass media) or the distribution of goods (economy).
Each system is autopoietic, indicating the ability of self-reproduction
and self-maintenance (Maturana & Varela, 1987), but is also strictly
coupled to the others by contributing to the (re-)production and in-
tegration of society (Luhmann, 2008). Importantly, neither society nor
function systems can be dominated by any one of these systems, no matter
how indispensable and central its position is, as in the case of politics,
health, and economy (Luhmann, 1982b, p. 131). Operationally closed
systems cannot directly influence each other’s operations in the sense of
a simplistic cause-effect relationship. Even in case of strict coupling, the
autopoiesis of function systems implies a self-referential reproduction of
their constitutive elements. The precondition for the differentiation be-
tween function systems is the existence of a specific ‘code’ (Luhmann,
2000, p. 23), which operationalises systemic logics and delineates their
boundaries through a rigid semantic form with an ‘either/or’ binary
structure (Luhmann, 1990, p. 173). According to Luhmann (1987b), so-
ciety is one type of social system as are organisations and interactions. The
typology of systems as conceived by Luhmann and represented in a
slightly modified version in Figure 5.1 is one of the few figures created by
Luhmann himself, and offers a rough systematic outline of his broad and
complex theoretical framework. This might be the reason why it is so well-
received by systems theorists (Borch, 2011; Seidl & Becker, 2005; Seidl &
Schoeneborn, 2010).

The main objective of Luhmann’s typology of systems is to explain
‘how and where the connectivity of communication lets systemic orders

System

Living System  Social System  Psychic System

Societies Organisations Interactions

Figure 5.1 A typology of systems.
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emerge’ (Nassehi, 2005, p. 183). It does not consider levels of generality
or aggregation, but instead focuses on types of conditions for the
emergence of different types of self-referential systems (Nassehi, 2005,
p. 183). Luhmann’s typology identifies three types of social systems:

* Societies are encompassing systems that include all possible forms
of communication. Modernity is characterised by the emergence
of one encompassing world-society and by the differentiation of
function systems within society.

* Organisations emerge as communication systems through their
capacity to stabilise types of action and behaviour through the
decisions organisations take on the basis of specific premises and
cultures.

+ Interaction is a type of system that implies the co-presence of
persons as a delimitation criterion. The ego/alter model of commu-
nication determines the subjectivity of face-to-face interactions.

5.1.2 Specific concepts

This section explains the topic of this book—forced migration and
sport—through systems theory. Remaining at the abstract level, the
following section clarifies how social change is possible and how the
‘refugee crisis’ fostered adaptation processes in different function
systems, particularly in sport.

Without implying progress in a positivist sense, different social
phenomena are considered to be a product of the evolution of society
(Luhmann et al., 1982). From the perspective of systems theory, so-
ciety ‘is the encompassing social system which includes all commu-
nications, reproduces all communications and constitutes meaningful
horizons for further communications’ (Luhmann, 1982b, p. 131). All
forms of communication that emerge from any type of social system
are contained within it (Luhmann, 1987b). Society is dynamic because
it produces and reproduces itself through elementary operations of
social systems, which are oriented towards their respective environ-
ments (Luhmann, 1987b, 1997; Stichweh, 2018). New elements, in-
novations, variations, and crises constitute events that influence this
perpetual process of systemic reproduction. The manifestation of an
event elicits the difference between ‘before’ and ‘after’ and unveils a
horizon of references to other possibilities (Baraldi et al., 1997). Events
cause instability and a high probability of social change because sys-
tems do not only reproduce themselves but also adapt to environ-
mental changes. Society does not plan to evolve or adjust. Instead, this
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occurs unintentionally through ‘useable coincidences’ (Luhmann,
1997, p. 417). Adaptations always have a processual character. In
Luhmann’s work, time is connected to the concept of contingency,
especially when the perception of the future is addressed. Time is a
premise for the constitution of systems because it allows for the es-
tablishment of order through structure and process (Schwanitz, 1995).
Both of these forms of order can absorb time and constitute a pattern
of expectations that serves as a means of orientation for events. At the
most abstract level, this clarifies how social change occurs.

Crises—in this case provoked by a huge mass of displaced persons—
are an important environmental novelty that cause social change and
have widespread impacts on society. While ‘Europe is not the center
stage of a global refugee crisis’ (Maley, 2016, p. 73), its self-description
suggests that it is. Society is a world system, whose boundaries are not
set by territorial frontiers (Luhmann, 1982b). The same applies to
function systems, which evolved in modernity as lateral world systems
(Willke, 2007). The political system still refers to the state as a way of
optimising its functions. As this system is responsible for making
collectively binding decisions, it reinforces the relevance of the nation-
state in tension, but not in contradiction, with strong globalising
tendencies (Maguire, 2004a). This book considers Europe as a geo-
graphical area” that is loosely unified by an historical heritage and a set
of social norms, ethical values, traditional customs, belief systems,
originated in or associated with it (Perry et al., 2015). Importantly,
Europe hosts a political and economic union (EU) of (to date)
27 member states, which emerged from a long and ongoing political
process that began after the Second World War (European Union,
2020). While the ‘refugee crisis’ undeniably affected the entire world,
particularly the West Asia region, it developed in the EU as a total
social fact (Mauss, 2002), with major implications.

Luhmann’s analysis of crises (1984a) does not entail the definition of
crisis or its underlying mechanisms of genesis, but instead focuses on
its social function. ‘Crisis’ is a description of a social phenomenon
(1) that requires urgent and swift action, (2) spreads across function
systems and affects society as a whole, and (3) whose self-description
works as a self-fulfilling prophecy (Luhmann, 1984a). All of these
elements can be found in the ‘refugee crisis’, which from a European
perspective was a social phenomenon that brought a large mass of
displaced persons to Europe, causing a sense of overwhelming pres-
sure. Political actions perceived as being inconsiderate were taken to
manage the ‘refugee crisis’. One example was the decision to open the
German borders to refugees on the ‘Balkan route’. The ‘crisis’ was
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perceived as influencing different function systems, in particular the
economy. The fact that its description as a ‘crisis’ served as a self-
fulfilling prophecy is evident against the backdrop of recent events.
With the outbreak of a new crisis, namely the COVID-19 pandemic,
the ‘refugee crisis’ mostly disappeared from mass media reports and
political agendas (Bortoletto et al., 2021).

As Agamben (1998) notes, like ‘homo sacer’, a forced migrant may
find him- or herself outside the law or beyond it—a ‘bare life’, which ‘is
included in the juridical order solely in the form of its exclusion’
(Agamben, 1998, p. 12). The exceptional existence of refugees embodies
the contradiction within an established nation-based order. This per-
haps is the reason why the ‘refugee crisis’ and particularly the massive
presence of refugees on European soil was largely perceived as a pro-
blem of social integration. Society determines the way people are made
relevant (and irrelevant) in communication (Schirmer & Michailakis,
2015). Despite the basic universalism of inclusion in modern society,
refugees belong to a group of people most at risk of becoming irrelevant
to function systems, and thus experience radical forms of exclusion
(Luhmann, 1997). The absence of legal documents, in particular, ob-
structs access to the labour market and to basic care services. The work
of international, national and local social work organisations can su-
pervise refugees’ re-inclusion in society. Obviously, this does not by any
means imply equal access to all function systems.

The differentiation of society and the autopoiesis of systems denote
their ‘legitimate indifference’ (Tyrell, 1978), but also the emergence of
chains of reactions throughout all of society when an event reaches
the necessary tipping point. As function systems are a type of social
system that are highly interconnected to one another and to society,
crises have a high likelihood of influencing their reproduction. Their
adaptation, however, is always reciprocal, occurs within the self-
referentiality, autopoiesis, and operational closure of systems, and is
embedded in overlapping and mostly simultaneously co-existing social
processes. This also applies to the autopoiesis of all function systems,
because they are strictly coupled both with one another and with the
environment (Luhmann, 2008). While no system can dominate the
other or exert influence without being influenced itself (Moeller, 2006,
p. 39), the environment can impact systems in different ways, a con-
cept that in systems theory is referred to as an ‘irritation’.

Sport is one of the many function systems that is differentiated in
modern society (Bette, 1989; Cachay, 1988; Cachay & Thiel, 2000;
Schimank, 1988). It is specialised in the communication of physical
performances (Stichweh, 1990, p. 380) through the code ‘victory/defeat’
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(Schimank, 1988, p. 185). From this viewpoint, sport communications
interpret physical movements through a sports-related institutionalised
vocabulary and focus (Stichweh, 1990, p. 379), oriented towards com-
petition. Sport descriptions abstract many features and details of sport
events by reducing them into measurable and relevant information
(Stichweh, 1990, p. 379). This reduction ensures not only the possibility
of understanding but also of comparing expected and completed sport
performances, which in turn causes the spread of communication
(Stichweh, 1990, p. 379). Sport is a multifaceted, complex and differ-
entiated system that relies on privileged structural couplings with other
systems, particularly mass media, health, politics, and the economy
(Bette & Schimank, 2006, pp. 90-116; Schimank, 2001, pp. 13-15; 2008,
p- 72). Amongst other examples, sport is observable in mass media
communications (television, newspapers, internet, radio), in the opera-
tion of both sport organisations (clubs, federations, leagues) and non-
sport organisations (schools, prisons, camps), and in the performance of
athletes (elite, amateur, and informal). The results and discussion
chapters will explore concrete cases of these specific examples.

Following decades of development, the sport system has evolved
into a complex and differentiated structure with several centres and
many subsystems tightly or loosely connected with one another
(Stichweh, 2013, p. 93). Stichweh (1990, p. 378; also in Thiel & Tangen,
2015, p. 77) characterises sport in modernity as being internally di-
vided into different fields of sport. While Stichweh neither discusses
nor describes this differentiation in depth, his intuitive and simple
categorisation of fields of sport is ordered according to the decreasing
centrality of performance, which this book interprets as follows
(Heinemann, 2007; Stichweh, 1990; Willimczik, 2007):

« Elite sport is primarily oriented towards competition and is
practised by professional or non-professional athletes within the
official context of the sport system and its organisations. Their
activities focus on preparing and winning sport events such as
races, meetings, and championships.

* Amateur sport is still carried out within sport organisations. In
addition to performing, it encompasses further goals such as
fitness, health, socialising, education, or integration. Formal or
informal competitions may be more or less relevant events for
amateur athletes.

*  Leisure sport is not necessarily coupled to organisations. It can be
formal or informal and is a voluntary, non-binding, recreational
physical activity, which to a certain degree is inspired by sport.
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It can be practised in a game-like form of (informal) competition
or can be centred on other goals.

This categorisation by no means implies a hierarchy but is rather a
separated (albeit partly overlapping) and horizontal heterogeneity
(Stichweh, 1990). While other function systems tend to disembody the
individual, the body is central in the sport system and all its subfields.
Simple explanations of the emergence of sport as compensation for
the loss of the body in modern times are neglected. And yet, according
to Bette (1989), the paradoxical simultaneity of physical distancing
and physical enhancement is a plausible explanation of the relevance
of sport in our society.

Outside systems theory, it has been noted that the corporality (zoe)
of refugees plays a key role in the examination of their status, which is
stripped of the social dimension of life (bios) (1998). This research does
not consider this convergence to be casual and instead treats it as one
specific connection between experiences of sport and forced migration:
perhaps sport nourishes a physicality that characterises refugees’ bare
life. Thereby, the body, the satisfaction of its needs (Maslow, 1943),
and the preservation of its deriving capital (Wacquant, 1995) are some
of the remaining fixed points and achievable goals for them at certain
points in their lives.

5.1.3 Typification of the considered systems

The profound implications of Luhmann’s typology of systems in-
dubitably calls for further clarification. Nevertheless, the brief ex-
planation contained in the section above is sufficient to typify the
systems that lie at the core of each of the four projects. This typification
is a necessary reduction of complexity because the phenomenon needs
to first be divided into smaller and simpler and therefore observable
phenomena. However, the initial accentuation and focus is only one step
in the research process. After examining these facets separately, this
book will deliver a complexity-appropriate description by taking all
different levels into account. Because other interpretations are possible,
the section below proposes one way* of understanding the types of
systems underlying each project included in this research:

*  Sport and Forced Migration in the Mass Media focuses primarily
on society. In this project, newspapers embody the mass media’s
perspective. In other words, it examines the selective observation
of the topic through the logic of a function system. According to
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Luhmann (2000, p. 2), mass media are ‘all those institutions of
society which make use of copying technologies to disseminate
communication’. The basic code of this system is the distinction
‘information/non-information’ (Luhmann, 2000, p. 17). Informa-
tion is the positive value that describes the possibilities of this
system’s operations. Nevertheless, the function of mass media is
the social memory generated by the totality of this information
and not the information itself (Luhmann, 2000, p. 65). Mass media
observe their environment, make a productive selection of news-
worthy information and broadcast it. This information can
be received by anyone, yet any sender-receiver interaction in the
presence of both is excluded. In the 21st century, mass media are
characterised by the development of communication technologies
that allow for wide and rapid dissemination of communication
and by the establishment of internally differentiated areas of
programming, which include news, reports, entertainment, and
advertising (Luhmann, 2000, p. 24).

Activities for Refugees in Sports Clubs examines organisations’
interactions between sports clubs’ human resources and refugee
participants in sport offers. In principle, this chapter considers a
special type of organisation in relation to the topic forced migration
and sport. Sports clubs are formal organisations whose operation is
primarily oriented towards the sport system’s code of ‘victory/
defeat’ (Schimank, 1988). As organisations are fertile grounds for
structural couplings (Luhmann, 2018), sports clubs do not only
follow this particular logic but may also pursue other goals, such
as the promotion of health, education, and social inclusion.
Organisations are autopoietic social systems consisting of and being
reproduced through (communicated) decisions (Luhmann, 2006).
All of their features are the results of preceding organisational
decisions and are based on certain premises (Luhmann, 2006; Thiel
& Mayer, 2009). Systems theoretical literature traditionally focuses
on the following decision premises (Luhmann, 2006; Thiel & Mayer,
2009; Thiel & Meier, 2004): decision programmes define the
organisation’s goals and how to achieve them. Communication
channels are horizontal and vertical divisions of tasks, hierarchies,
and assignments of responsibilities concerning work processes.
Human resources refers to how individuals are assigned to different
areas of action and responsibility by identifying and matching their
qualifications. Moreover, the culture of an organisation, even
though it may be implicit, influences all of the organisation’s
decision-making processes.
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Similarly, Physical Activity in Refugee Sites examines both
interactions and organisations. However, it also presents a
contrasting organisational perspective. It examines how a hu-
manitarian organisation that is specialised in the management of
forced migration (Malkki, 1995) and its human resources under-
stand sport as an activity specifically designed for the residents
of refugee sites. As an example of a refugee site, this project
considers the ETM of Niamey as an organisation that provides
shelter and meals for its residents while creating legal possibi-
lities to manage their re-inclusion in society. The decisions of
a refugee site are guided by a mix of systemic logics (Luhmann,
2006; Roth & Schutz, 2015), which include legal (legal/illegal),
political (inferior/superior power), and moral logics (right/
wrong). However, its decisions are not only led by structural
couplings between these sometimes contradictory logics but
also by the state of emergency, the scarcity of resources and
the direct involvement of many organisations, among which
UNHCR is by far the most influential. Consequently, a refugee
site is a complex organisation that mobilises many people and
resources.

Finally, Forced Migration and Elite Sport explores athletes or
rather individuals’ roles in relation to function systems and
organisations. Despite concentrating on individuals, the biogra-
phical focus only considers interactions superficially, for example
those between a coach and an athlete. Therefore, this project
examines the role of individuals within function systems and
organisations. Importantly, individuals do not constitute social
systems but are included on the basis of specific roles in diverse
social systems (Luhmann, 2005). At the elite level, sport organisa-
tions include individuals as athletes amongst other specific roles
(Schimank, 1988, p. 85). Elite-level athletes have reached the
highest levels of competition (Delaney & Madigan, 2009, p. 94),
are hyper included in sport (Bette & Gugutzer, 2012) and are
required to win (Bette & Kutsch, 1981): the athlete must achieve
successes within a relatively short period of time (active career),
take high risks (amongst others, risk of injury), and faces
ruthlessly competitive rules. With the exception of illegal means
for improving performance (for example, doping), the sport
system ignores any factor within an athlete’s sport career which
may impede or enhance his or her performances (Stichweh, 1990),
including forced migration.
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5.2 Other theories

While this book adopts a systems theoretical perspective, some of the
articles included here rely on post-structuralism and socialisation
theory. These theories were deemed good alternatives for examining
specific aspects of the social phenomenon at hand and will be briefly
outlined below.

Foucault’s theory is used to expose and explain the production and
legitimisation of dominance through the concept of discourse. From
this perspective, ‘discourse’ is a system of thoughts composed of ideas,
attitudes, beliefs, and practices that systematically construct the world
and its subjects (Foucault, 1972; Lessa, 2006). It is not a language but
rather a practice or an ideology because it provides a systematic way of
thinking about a topic (J.R. Martin, 2015, p. 54). Discourses are em-
bedded in wider social processes of domination, subjectification and
knowledge production. There is broad agreement amongst scholars
that issues of power affect mass media (Andrews, 1993; Cole et al.,
2004; Markula & Pringle, 2006; Rail & Harvey, 1995), sport (Chauzy
& Appave, 2013; Cooper et al., 2017; Eberl et al., 2018), and their
intersections. Moreover, the Foucauldian theory (1977) was partly
applied to the study of refugee sites. From this perspective, together
with prisons, schools, hospitals, and military barracks, refugee sites are
a place where technological disciplinary powers apply. They are a re-
latively recent form of disciplinary institution, and became a key tool
in the management of the ‘refugee crisis’. Refugee sites are exposed to
a continuous and ‘unequal gaze’, allowing for an almost constant
observation arising from the involvement of many agencies with dif-
ferent aims in this setting. This creates a situation of ‘gentle’ punish-
ment, which is prison-like, even though refugees did not commit any
crime aside from having escaped a dangerous situation.

Hurrelmann’s interactional version of socialisation theory (1988)
was applied to the study of refugee athletes’ sport careers. Socialisation
is understood as the process of emergence, formation, and develop-
ment of personality through the reciprocal interaction between the
human organism and the social and ecological environment
(Hurrelmann, 1988). Personality is the specific and uniquely organised
structure of an individual’s motives, characteristics, attitudes, and
dispositions. The lifelong productive processing of reality relies on the
availability of personal and social resources for coping with the en-
vironment. Psychophysical dispositions constitute the internal reality,
whereas the social and ecological environment constitute the external
reality, which are both subjective perceptions in a constructivist sense.
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This basic but tailored framework and its applications to research on
athletes with a migration background (Burrmann et al., 2017
Burrmann et al., 2015a; Zender, 2018) provide a fruitful theoretical
foundation for a biography-based examination of the reciprocal in-
fluences between sport socialisation and forced migration.

Notes

1
2

For example, those conceived by Bertalanfty (1968) and Parsons (1951).
Europe is generally accorded the status of a full continent, which comprises
the western-most part of Eurasia and is bordered by seas to the north, west,
and the south, and by Asia to the east. The Ural Mountains, the Ural River,
the Caspian Sea, the Greater Caucasus, the Black Sea, and the waterways of
Turkey are commonly considered as separating Europe from Asia (National
Geographic Society, 1999).

While this term is more appropriate for a system’s theory-based sociological
analysis, irritation can be translated with the more intuitive term ‘influence’.
Different interpretations are possible against the backdrop and epistemo-
logical position and features of systems in systems theory. Moreover, social
phenomena exist within different systems and the focus of the research
sometimes switches across different types of systems.



6 Methodical Approaches
of the Projects

Each of the habilitation’s projects examines a different aspect of the
topic forced migration and sport using a distinct empirical approach.
Table 6.1 presents the mix of qualitative methods applied by the re-
spective projects to the collection of data, the creation of data sets, and
to their analysis.

Methodologically, this study is located in the field of qualitative re-
search (Lloyd, 2000). The methods applied (interviews, observations,
and document analysis) are a systematic means to carry out basic human
techniques to create knowledge: listening, observing, and reading
(Gobo, 2018, p. 80). This section covers a non-exhaustive catalogue of
approaches and studies that constitute the main references for devel-
oping the specific methodological design of each individual project.
Primary data were mostly collected through narrative (Schiitze, 1983) or
expert (Gliaser & Laudel, 2010) interviews and participant or non-
participant observations (Spradley, 2016). Document analysis (Bowen,
2009) was the method applied to complement the information gathered
through the other approaches or used as a standalone qualitative re-
search method. In some cases, these three methods were applied sepa-
rately and in other cases, they constituted approaches for carrying out
ethnographic research (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019).

The data created through these methods consist of transcriptions,
field notes and diaries, and document collections. The raw interview
data were refined by transcribing them in accordance with the rules of
Talk in Qualitative Research (Bohnsack et al., 2013) or in a more plain
form. The observations were logged (sometimes via paper-and-pencil
first) in different forms of field notes or diaries, which were based on
principles of ethnography (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). The cat-
alogue of newspaper articles was constructed following loose guide-
lines for media analyses (Witten et al., 2010). The data analysis applied
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techniques of qualitative document analysis (Mayring, 2015), thematic
analysis (V. Braun & Clarke, 2012), template analysis (V. Braun &
Clarke, 2012), discourse analysis (Wodak & Meyer, 2001), and the
documentary method (Bohnsack et al., 2013). The next sections ex-
plain the methodological approaches of each of the research projects in
more detail.

6.1 Researching mass media

To explore the mass media’s representation of sport in the context of
the ‘refugee crisis’, a ‘corpus of statements’ was established. This
catalogue was created by aggregating articles published in German
newspapers on the topic forced migration and sport between 2013 and
2018. To create a relevant catalogue, the four most widely circulated
newspapers were selected (Statista, 2020b), namely Bild, Sueddeutsche
Zeitung (SZ), Die Welt (Welt), and Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
(FAZ). They represent different viewpoints within the national
German print media landscape (Koopmans & Pfetsch, 2007, p. 70): a
tabloid paper (Bild), a centre-left (SZ), a centre-right (FAZ), as well as
a ‘liberal-cosmopolitan’ to conservative newspaper (Welt). To ensure
consistent and representative sampling, relevant news on the topic
forced migration and sport was selected through a systematic search in
the electronic database FACTIVA and in the FAZ archive. A research
team carried out the search between 2018 and 2019. The electronic
databases were explored using the search function for one or more
terms related to sport (“physical activity’, ‘sport’, ‘exercise’, ‘training’)
combined with at least one term related to refugees (‘refugee’, ‘mi-
gration’, ‘escape’, ‘forced migration’, ‘migrant’, ‘CALD’)." All articles
were issued between 1 January 2013 and 31 December 2018 in the
selected newspapers, and contained the above-mentioned keywords
related to forced migration and sport.

Figure 6.1 presents the three selection steps of this search, which
refined the 22,041 hits generated during the initial rough search
without the use of filters. A successive refinement of the search through
the application of filters to the databases enabled a narrowing down of
hits to 12,230. Following this first refinement, there were still too many
hits because many articles (particularly those published before the
peak of the ‘refugee crisis’ in 2015) focused on migrants, not refugees.
To reduce the catalogue to exclusively contain articles on refugees, the
articles’ title, headline, and occasionally their content had to be read.
In its final version, the catalogue comprised 1,840 articles.
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Primary Search: 22,041

(1) Selection on filter basis Excluded: 9,811

| (2) Selection on title basis | | Excluded: 6,968 ‘

5,262

| (3) Selection on source basis | | Excluded: 3,422 ‘

1,840 articles selected
for the catalogue

Figure 6.1 Selection of relevant articles. As a first analytical step, all articles
were distributed according to time and newspaper (see Table 6.2).2

Table 6.2 Distribution of articles on forced migration and sport

Bild Sueddeutsche  Die Welt  Frankfurter Total
Zeitung Allgemeine
Zeitung

2013 2 40 2 4 48
2014 17 115 10 15 157
2015 190 420 46 106 762
2016 131 218 42 83 474
2017 37 83 23 33 176
2018 51 95 39 38 223
Total 428 971 162 279 1,840

This catalogue was analysed using a Foucauldian-inspired discourse
analysis (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2008; Tannen et al., 2015),
which is a form of discourse analysis based on the theories of Michel
Foucault aimed at raising critique. That is, this project analysed
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material generated by mass media with the goal of exposing and ex-
plaining how dominance is reproduced and legitimated. Amongst
other limitations that generally apply to qualitative (Kuckartz &
Radiker, 2019) and discourse analysis (Tannen et al., 2015), the depth
of this study was limited by the quantity of material analysed (Baker
et al., 2008).

6.2 Researching sport organisations

To review sports clubs in the context of the ‘refugee crisis’, a research
team of the TU Dortmund and of the University of Miinster examined
different sport offers supported by the national programme ‘Orientation
through Sport’ (OtS) between 2016 and 2017. OtS is an ongoing pro-
gramme financed by the German Federal Government and implemented
by the youth section of the German Olympic Sports Confederation (dsj).
It financially supports, amongst others, the establishment of sport offers
for young, unaccompanied refugees (dsj, 2020). Both sport federations
and clubs provide these offers nationwide. The goal of this project was
to explore how sports clubs organised offers for refugees using a mix of
qualitative methods. This included an analysis of (29) applications and
reports produced by the clubs, (28) telephone interviews with persons
responsible for the sport offers, and (7) participant observations of se-
lected sport activities. Additionally, the seven clubs previously visited
were re-contacted in 2019 for a follow-up telephone interview. This al-
lowed for a consideration of the development of the selected sport offers
and thus their longitudinal development. Finally, the interviews con-
ducted in the context of this study were merged with the empirical
material of two other two research projects: Sport for and with Refugees
(SfwR) and Refugee Work of Sport Clubs (RWFSC).? Thereby, a broader
catalogue of semi-structured qualitative interviews (n = 49) with people
directly or indirectly responsible for sport activities targeted at refugees
in German sports clubs was created. Table 6.3 contains details on the
type of activities offered within the sport programmes discussed in
a selection of interviews with contact persons (CP) in the different
sports clubs.

These qualitative data entail various aspects of the sport offers from
the perspective of the clubs’ volunteers and were analysed using dif-
ferent approaches to content analysis (V. Braun & Clarke, 2012).
Specific aspects of this topic were explored from the perspective of
systems theory (Michelini et al., 2018), from an organisational capacity
perspective (Tuchel et al., 2021) and through a realistic evaluation
approach (Michelini & Burrmann, 2021).
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Table 6.3 Catalogue of interviews in sports clubs

List of Interviews OtS List of Interviews SfwR
CP Type of Sport CP Type of Sport
1 Various sport activities 12 Various sport activities
3 Cricket 14 Martial arts
4 Football 17 Football
6 Football, running 18 Football
7 Gymnastics 23 Various sport activities
8 Various sport activities 24 Floorball
9 Various sport activities 25 Various sport activities
10 Table tennis 26 Various sport activities
11 Various sport activities 27 Various sport activities
12 Canoeing 30 Various sport activities
13 Football . .
14 Various sport activities List of Interviews RWfSC
15 Rowing 3 Martial arts
16 Various sport activities 4 Football
17 Various sport activities 5 Football
18 Bike-riding 6 Football
19 Various sport activities 7 Various sport activities
20 Various sport activities 8 Various sport activities
22 Various sport activities 9 Various sport activities
23 Various sport activities 10 Martial arts
24 Various sport activities 11 Cricket
25 Climbing groups 13 Football
26 Various sport activities 14 Various sport activities
27 Various sport activities 15 Table tennis
28 Climbing 16 Various sport activities
17 Football

The sample exclusively consisted of sports clubs that organised sport
offers for refugees and may therefore be particularly open and in-
tegrative. Moreover, despite the quantity and quality of its data and
successive extensions, this project mostly ignored the perspective of
participants who were only partially considered in participant ob-
servations. The triangulation (Flick, 2011) of data was limited by the
low quality and sometimes even absence of organisations’ reports and
by the small number of participant observations.

6.3 Researching refugee sites

This ongoing project aims to understand the role of sport in refugee
sites.* While this implies exploring and comparing sport activities in a
relevant sample of refugee sites around the world, the current state of
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this research is limited to the cross-sectional examination of one case
study outside Europe. The COVID-19 pandemic prevented further
visits to this specific and to other sites. This chapter therefore considers
sport within the scope of UNHCR’s Emergency Transit Mechanism
(ETM) of Niamey (Niger) based on data gathered in 2019. The re-
search was carried out using ethnographic methods (Jackson, 2017).
According to the ethical recommendations of the TU Dortmund’s
ethics commission, which endorsed the methodology and scope of this
study, the author directly participated in all of the research activities,
clearly stating his role as a sociologist and the goals of the study.

During a four-week research period, around 120 hours of ethno-
graphic activities at the ETM’s sites were carried out. These activities
included observations, interviews and natural forms of data collection.
Approximately 60 hours of participant observations were spent ac-
tively taking part in sport activities with refugees, some of these hours
as one of the coaches in a football-based project (20 hours) and the rest
(40 hours) as an active participant in other sport offers at the sites
(swimming and Taekwondo). The remaining 60 hours were spent at
the ETM before and after participation in these activities. Interviews
were also a relevant source of information. Ten narrative interviews
focused on sport in the refugee sites of Niamey and were conducted
with staff working at the sites. The interviewees were three interpreters
with a refugee background, four managers of UNHCR with European
roots and three trainers from Niger. Each of the interviews lasted
around one hour and were carried out formally on appointment after
having informed the participant about the objectives of the interview
and obtaining his/her consent (Table 6.4).

Table 6.4 Catalogue of interviews in Niamey’s refugee sites

Interviewee Language Nationality Sex
Interpreter 1 English Somali Male
Interpreter 2 English Somali Male
Interpreter 3 English Somali Male
Manager 1 Italian [talian Female
Manager 2 Italian Italian Female
Manager 3 Italian Italian Female
Manager 4 English Italian Male
Trainer 1 French Nigerien Male
Trainer 2 English Nigerien Male

Trainer 3 French Nigerien Male
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Finally, information during non-working and informal situations
was also collected and summarised. This method of natural data col-
lection included situations before, during and after working hours,
such as talks, individual answers to specific questions and casual chats
with refugees and with people working at the sites. This material also
included summaries of experiences with free time, conversations, news
articles and impressions, which contributed supplementary sources to
the aim of the research.

This material comprised 50 pages of daily written notes in the form
of a field diary. After the visit, the diary was integrated and adjusted,
but not reworked or interpreted. The field diary was used as a basis for
analysis, reflection and interpretation. The components of the data set
were examined using content analysis techniques (Krippendorft, 2013)
and interpreted in the systems theoretical tradition (see Luhmann,
1997, pp. 36-41). This allowed for a sociological observation of the
role of sport in creating and solving the problem of managing mass
displacement.

Besides the limitations of ethnography in general (Hammersley &
Atkinson, 2019), the specific methodological limitations of this eth-
nographic project included insufficient time of fieldwork and the
consideration of only one refugee site. Moreover, the foreign appear-
ance and overt identity of the researcher constituted a problem for the
ecological validity of the study (Mapedzahama & Dune, 2017).
Language represented a further challenge because the author could not
properly follow many situations, although the possibility to rely on
interpreters and translators was provided on occasion. Finally, the
sites’ staff became the most important source of information for this
research project while refugees were a less accessible source for data.

6.4 Researching refugee athletes

This longitudinal (2016-2018) project examined the sport socialisation
of a group of (former) elite Syrian water polo players, who found
asylum in different European countries. In accordance with metho-
dological and theoretical aspects, this project was carried out through
multi-sited ethnography (Marcus, 1995).

The project ‘Forced Migration and Elite Sport’ developed by chance.
The author met Monzer® after he had fled from Syria to Dortmund
(Germany) in 2016. Monzer wanted to start playing water polo again
after his forced migration and contacted the water polo team the author
played for between 2013 and 2020. He provided the first biographical
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Table 6.5 Sample of Forced Migration and Elite Sport

Name® Age Country Resettled Sport Participation
(2016-2018)”

Hossam 51 Sweden 2014 Coach and referee
Ramzin 42 Sweden 2015 1st and 2nd division
Lorans 24 Holland 2014 1st and 2nd division
Mufed 26 Sweden 2012 Ist and 2nd division
Monzer 24 Germany 2015 4th and 5th division
Jamal 22 Sweden 2015 Inactive

Aman 24 Germany 2011 Inactive

interview for this project and acted as a gatekeeper, introducing other
Syrian water polo players who had resettled in Europe to the author.
This project gradually developed as a longitudinal and multi-sided
ethnographic project with seven participants (Table 6.5).

The material for this research study was collected through overt
ethnography (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). In quantitative terms,
the author spent about 500 hours in situations in which most of the
sample was together. Additional time was spent with individual par-
ticipants, especially with Monzer, with whom the author shared a
substantial amount of time. Data collection was based on interviews
and participative observations:

* Each respondent participated in a long (90 minutes) biographical-
centred interview in 2016 and two shorter (45 minutes) follow-up
interviews in 2017 and 2018. The first two were face-to-face
interviews conducted during water polo tournaments, and the
last one was carried out via Skype. The 21 interviews were
conducted by the author in a foreign language for both himself
and the interviewees (English or German).

*  The author accompanied the subjects to three water polo tourna-
ments, participated with them actively and passively in training
camps and visited the individuals included in the sample every
year between 2016 and 2018. About 100 pages of manually written
field notes summarised these participant and non-participant
observations.

By asking, observing, and reading (Gobo, 2018), material was created in
form of transcriptions (interviews) and field notes (observations) and
was complemented with secondary sources (documents). Qualitative
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content analysis (Schreier, 2014) and the documentary method
(Bohnsack et al., 2013) were applied to these data, as systematic and
flexible empirical methods to examine the meaning behind data. The
material was initially interpreted through the interactional concept of
socialisation theory (Hurrelmann, 1988) and is re-interpreted here
through Luhmann’s systems theory.

The strengths of the project are its focus on the experiences of re-
fugees (Kohli, 2006) and its longitudinal design. In addition to the
limitations of ethnography (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019), the close
relationship between the author and the sample, the sometimes chaotic
context of the interviews and the long breaks between the research
events limit the quality of the data.

Notes

1 These search terms were chosen based on their relevance to the articles’
topic and based on the lexicon of previously examined research on forced
migration and sport. Within the search string, the keywords within the two
groups were connected with the word ‘OR’ and the two groups were con-
nected with the word ‘AND’. In the original German version, this string
was: (*korperliche Aktivitat* OR *Ubung* OR *Training* OR *Sport* OR
*Sportler*) AND (*Flichtling® OR *Flucht* OR *Migration* OR
*Migrant* OR *Zwangsmigration*®).

2 This catalogue of articles was extended or integrated with additional
document types to analyse the cases of two refugee elite athletes (Yusra
Mardini and Bakery Jatta).

3 These are briefly presented below:

*  The research project SfwR was carried out by the Technical University of
Chemnitz and aimed inter alia at describing the actual state of sport-
related refugee work in the city of Chemnitz (Saxony) by focusing on the
potential, deficits, and best practices of sport offers in local VSCs. The
material of this project that was analysed encompassed 10 semi-structured
interviews conducted with the persons responsible for the sport offers.

*  The research project RWfSC was part of a larger research cluster on
forced migration and solidarity carried out by the Humboldt University
of Berlin. It analysed motives, practices, and challenges of sports clubs
that focus on the integration of refugees in Berlin and in Saxony. The
material of this project that was analysed included 14 interviews with
board members and coaches responsible for sport offers.

4 This text uses the word ‘site’ instead of camp to indicate a wider range of
settlements, which include but are not limited to camps.

5 To protect the privacy of the respondents, this book replaces names with
pseudonyms and removes some of the geographical indications.
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6 In addition to the common sport background, family relationships char-
acterised part of the sample: Hossam is the father of Mufed; Monzer and
Aman are brothers; Jamal and Ramzin are distant relatives of Hossam’s
family. Hossam, Ramzin, Mufed, and Jamal live close to each other, just
like Monzer and Aman.

7 The overall prevalence of water polo in Sweden is lower than in Germany
and Holland. Because of the scarcity of tradition and clubs, the Swedish first
league is still an amateur competition.



7 Results of the Projects

This chapter presents the results of the four individual research pro-
jects. Each examines a different aspect of the overall topic forced mi-
gration and sport. The results are summarised and supplemented
through further unpublished material, which already existed or was
developed for this research. Table 7.1 presents the published, accepted
or at least submitted articles on the projects’ results to peer reviewed
scientific journals.'

The following sections briefly present the main results of each research
project. The description comprises a short synthesis and theoretical in-
terpretation of the projects’ outcomes, which the reader can further
deepen by reading the related articles at the end of each section.

7.1 Sport and forced migration in the mass media

The first project explores the question ‘How do mass media represent
sport in the context of the “refugee crisis”?’ by examining a catalogue
of articles published in German newspapers.

It builds on existing studies on the German press’s representation of
the refugee crisis (Akpinar & Wagner, 2019; Engel et al., 2019; Holmes
& Castaneda, 2016; Holzberg et al., 2018; Vollmer & Karakayali,
2018). The radical constructivist epistemological position of socio-
logical systems theory implies that reality is always constructed
through observation. Notably, mass media mirrors and influences
social expectations and attitudes towards specific events, situations or
circumstances (Richardson, 2006, p. 1). Therefore, the scientific ex-
amination of sport-related topics within mass media representation of
the ‘refugee crisis’ is scientifically relevant.

This project focused on newspapers, i.e. on publicly accessible,
periodical publications containing information on a broad range of
current events (Faulstich, 2000). While newspapers have traditionally
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Table 7.1 Research projects and scientific articles

Projects

Articles

Sport and Forced
Migration in the
Mass Media

Michelini, E., & Seiberth, K. (2022). Refugee,
Footballer and (Anti-)Hero: The Case of
Bakery Jatta. A Discourse Analysis of German
Newspapers. Soccer and Society.

Michelini, E. (2021). The Representation of the
‘Refugee Crisis’ and ‘Sport’ in the German
Press: An Analysis of Newspaper Discourse.
European Journal for Sport and Society.

Michelini, E. (2021). The Representation of
Yusra Mardini as a Refugee Olympic Athlete:
A Sociological Analysis. Sport und
Gesellschaft.

Activities for
Refugees in Sports
Clubs

Michelini, E., et al. (2018). Sport Offers for
Refugees in Germany. Promoting and
Hindering Conditions in Voluntary Sport
Clubs. Society Register.

Tuchel, J., et al. (2021). Practices of Voluntary
Sports Clubs to Include Refugees. Sport in
Society.

Burrmann, U., & Michelini, E. (2021). A
Preliminary Impact Model for the Integration
of Young Refugees through Sport
Programmes. Culture e Studi del Sociale.

Physical Activity in
Refugee Sites

Michelini, E. (2022). Organised Sport in Refugee
Sites: An Ethnographic Research in Niamey.
European Journal for Sport and Society.

Forced Migration
and Elite Sport

Michelini, E. (2018). War, Migration,
Resettlement and Sport Socialization of
Young Athletes: The Case of Syrian Elite
Water Polo. European Journal for Sport and
Society.

Michelini, E. (2020). Coping with Sport
Ambitions after Forced Migration: Strategies
of Refugee Athletes. European Journal for
Sport and Society.

Michelini, E. (2020-Submitted). The Relevance
of Sport in the Lives of Refugee Athletes after
their Resettlement. Z’Flucht.
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been printed, most of them today are also or exclusively published on-
line. The acquisition and dissemination of information is subject to
universally applicable journalistic ethics and standards, which include
the principles of truthfulness, accuracy, objectivity, impartiality, fair-
ness, and public accountability (International Federation of Journalists,
2019). However, newspapers’ reporting differs considerably in terms of
frequency, geographical scope and distribution, subject matter and
technology. Finally, as they are produced by an organisation, news-
papers’ reporting also emerges as a communicative product of decision
premises (Luhmann, 2000), such as human resources (notably by an
editor, journalists and a circulation department), programmes (amongst
others, the organisation’s mission and vision) and communication
structures (hierarchy and management style).

Alone a simple observation of the articles’ distribution over time
provides some initial interesting ‘quantitative’ information. Notably,
the number of articles published on the topic forced migration and
sport increased during the peak of the ‘refugee crisis’ between 2015 and
2016, and decreased thereafter. This trend is visible in Figure 7.1, with
the grey line depicting the number of asylum applications (in thou-
sand; modified from Statista, 2020a) and the black line representing
the number of articles published in Germany between 2013 and 2018.

The fact that the quantitative peak of articles slightly anticipates that
of asylum applications could be explained by the topic’s stronger
newsworthiness (Boyd, 1994; Luhmann, 2000), when the phenomenon
was still evolving and was to some extent unpredictable. Another pos-
sible or concurring explanation is saturation and the consequent loss of
interest in the topic after the peak had been reached (Heslop, 2016).
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Figure 7.1 Asylum applications and articles in Germany.
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Table 7.2 Distribution of articles per year and category

Category Athletes Criminality Engagement Housing Integration Resources Total
Year

2013 9 3 - 19 16 1 48
2014 7 9 48 54 15 23 156
2015 23 27 54 359 213 87 763
2016 83 27 28 137 159 40 474
2017 26 9 16 16 87 22 176
2018 76 22 38 18 60 9 223
Total 224 97 184 603 550 182 1,840

Table 7.2 provides a general overview of the topics of all newspaper
articles in each considered year. These six categories emerged inductively
and were classified and grouped on the basis of their main theme.?

These categories are briefly described as follows:*

1 Athletes: this theme focused on the sport careers of athletes with a
refugee background. Articles on refugee or migrant athletes were
also included if they had a direct reference to the ‘refugee crisis’.

2 Criminality: this theme focused on crimes against or committed by
refugees. Sport was sometimes a setting (sports halls or facilities),
a context (matches or training sessions) or an object (theft or
damage) of these acts.

3 Engagement: this theme referred to internal and external percep-
tions of sport systems’ engagement in the context of the ‘refugee
crisis’ at different societal levels.

4 Housing: the most frequent theme covered in the articles con-
cerned the accommodation of refugees in sport facilities, princi-
pally in the sports halls of clubs and schools.

5 Integration: during the ‘refugee crisis’, integration was a major
political topic that resonated in sport-related press reports.

6 Resources: this category entailed the mobilisation and distribution
of economic resources for refugees in the context of sport.

The catalogue was embedded in previously existing debates on the
‘refugee crisis’ (Eberl et al., 2018) and on the integrative power of sport
(Smith et al., 2019). Regardless of the close relationship between sport
and the mass media (Stichweh, 2018), the existence of this consistent
reporting indicates the newsworthiness of sport-related topics in the
context of the ‘refugee crisis’. The fact that many articles were pub-
lished suggests that the topics introduced above satisfied sufficient
criteria to be selected for dissemination, in particular as regards the



54  Results of the Projects

selectors: surprise, conflicts, local relevance, norm violations, moral
judgment, personification, and topicality (Luhmann, 2000). How
newspapers report an event is highly relevant, because the description
of a social phenomenon limits its contingency and shapes its social
expectation. Moreover, in the case of sport, the construction of a
critical situation served as a self-fulfilling prophecy (Luhmann, 1984a)
and created feelings of uncertainty, discomfort, and fear. For example,
the alarmist tone of the information on the use of sport facilities as
shelters for refugees raised preoccupations about the impossibility of
offering the standard programmes of sports clubs and physical edu-
cation lessons. In retrospect, the intense discussions on this topic
overestimated the problem, which was rapidly resolved through the
creation of new reception centres.*

7.2 Activities for refugees in sports clubs

The second project addressed the question ‘How do sports clubs or-
ganise sport activities for refugees?” based on data collected in the
scientific supervision of ‘Orientation through Sport’ (OtS).

Sports clubs are organisations that are primarily coupled with the
sport system but also with other function systems and embedded in
society as a whole. As a relevant irritation, the ‘refugee crisis’ is sup-
posed to foster change in the autopoietic operations of sports clubs
(Figure 7.2).

With about 90,000 organisations and 28 million members, sports
clubs are widespread in Germany (S. Braun & Nobis, 2011). Research
on German sports clubs reveals that 18.2 per cent of all organisations
provided special offers for refugees at the height of the ‘refugee crisis’
(Breuer, 2017, p. 69). Despite indications of an overestimation of their
alleged integrative potential (Dowling, 2020; Seiberth & Thiel, 2010;
Seiberth et al., 2013), sports clubs were continuously perceived and
perceived themselves as relevant integrative settings for refugees
(Block & Gibbs, 2017). Apart from the author’s analysis, the adap-
tation of sports clubs to the ‘refugee crisis’ was also swiftly and
thoroughly examined by the German scientific community (Feuchter
& Janetzko, 2018; Michelini et al., 2018; Nowy et al., 2020; Seiberth
et al., 2018; Tuchel et al., 2021; Verweyen, 2019).

According to the results of this project (Table 7.3), the conditions
that promote and obstruct the implementation of sport offers for re-
fugees were identified in all formal (decision programmes, commu-
nication channels and human resources) and informal (organisational
culture) decision premises (Michelini et al., 2018).
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Table 7.3 Conditions for refugee-specific sport programmes

Decision Premise | Promoting Hindering
Decision Existence of integration as a | Absence of
programmes goal in purpose integration as a
programmes and of goal in purpose
previous integrative sport programmes and of
offers; guidelines to lead previous integrative
the implementation and sport offers
evaluation of integrative
programmes
Communication Low veto potential through | Non-existent or only
channels clubs’ communicative formally existing

structures; information
oligarchies pro integration

posts for
integration

Human resources

High engagement for
refugees by persons
working in the sports club

Exclusion of refugees
from working in the
sports clubs

Organisational
culture

Integrative culture; changing
capacity; positive external
influence; welcoming
culture

Non-integrative
culture; resistance
to change; negative
external influence;

stereotypes

Despite the broad diffusion of these conditions, human resources

play a central and decisive role. Indeed, as other studies suggest
(Seiberth et al., 2018), the resolute determination of individuals or of
small groups of people was highly relevant for the implementation of
these offers.
CP:  This was all run through me, I thought it’s important. I can do this
within my job and I am the contact person, and all this was part
of my position. I think it’s important to have a central contact
point and that it’s not divided among 2, 3, 4 persons. Of course,
you're always in contact with your cooperation partners, your paid
workers — whoever is on site. But everything was directly run
through me. I wrote the application and was in charge of project
coordination, -planning, -implementation, etc. (OtS-17: Lines
29-30)

Surprisingly, when it comes to organising sport offers for refugees,
sport organisations display an unexpected dynamic and high capacity
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to rapidly mobilise resources. This might be the reason why a general
feeling of being overwhelmed and an immediate sense of frustration in
case of negative experiences and drawbacks was reported by the in-
terview partners. Sports clubs almost unanimously organised sport
offers free of charge as an effective way to lower the entry barriers for
refugees.

I What about compulsory insurance or membership fees?

CP:  They didn’t have to pay. It was free for refugees. And there were
offers for refugees to participate in some sort of an apprenticeship
to train others. (OtS-18: Lines 51-52)

However, it was also observed in one or the other case that users
tended to underestimate the value of free sport offers (Mohammadi,
2019).

The project’s findings also show that sports clubs often developed
unconventional practices in response to the ‘refugee crisis’ (Tuchel
et al., 2021). The following practices to make sport offers accessible to
refugees were identified: sports clubs collaborated with other organi-
sations to implement sport offers in refugee reception sites; refugees
could participate in regular club offers, often free of charge; and ‘re-
fugee sport groups’ were created, which engaged in sport separately
from other training groups.

CP: We immediately, when refugees came to [location], we
immediately went there and made offers. “Guys, you can join us
and engage in sports”. Children from the entire region, around 14,
were part of a soccer group, boys and girls mixed, it was amazing.
Then, unfortunately, the gym where these sport offers were taking
place, was taken from us. We continued providing sport offers, but
not for this group, which disbanded. But we have fitness groups
that are part of a running group. We tried to engage in as much
sport with refugees as possible, but it wasn't easy to reach the
refugees, that’s the big problem, because for the operators, it’s
only an 8 to 4 job. (RWoSC-7: Line 31)

Finally, the relationships between the context factors, mechanisms and
outcomes of the OtS programme were explored through a realistic
evaluation. To this end, the data collected for this project were con-
sidered against beliefs about the integration potential attributed to
organised sport and previous findings on the integration effects of
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sports clubs for migrants, especially for young refugees. Focusing on
the sport offers’ social integration goals, a preliminary impact model
was developed (Michelini & Burrmann, 2021). The longitudinal data
on the programmes show that a consolidation and expansion of the
sports programmes occurred over time. In some cases, however, the
clubs had to modify their plans to manage the activities’ continuation
and few of them were dismissed. Despite good conditions, joint events
(e.g. weekend excursions) and committed volunteers, some contact
persons stated that the development of relationships between the re-
fugees and the members of the sports clubs outside the special activities
was scarce. Presumably, three years was not enough and more time
would have been needed.

CP: So I don’t see it coming, that they [the refugee groups] will
automatically integrate into already existing groups. Some play
table tennis, others play volleyball. Nevertheless, we also
communicate this and repeatedly inform all departments about
the fact that we also have funding for this, but this does not mean
their attitude changes. Or even their own goals in their
departments. We tend to set these goals in our working group.
(OtS-18: Line 7)

From a systems theoretical perspective, this analysis reveals that the
‘refugee crisis’ was an event that had an impact on society as a whole,
its systems and its sports clubs. While the staff of sports clubs included
here showed a surprising level of enthusiasm and dynamism and
adequate financial support was mostly available, the implementation
of programmes for refugees has been difficult and overwhelming.
Changes in the social attitude towards refugees, the constraints of
organisational dynamics, and a gradual loss of enthusiasm or even a
gradual de-sensitisation and de-motivation may be explanations for
this feeling of fatigue and frustration.’

7.3 Physical activity in refugee sites

The third project explored the topic forced migration and sport within
the setting of refugee sites. The project’s scientific basis (Michelini,
2022) focuses on the question ‘How do refugee sites organise sport
activities for refugees?’

Contrary to the other projects covered in this book, this project
explores the extra-European perspective through data gathered in an
ethnographic research study at the Emergency Transit Mechanism
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(ETM) of Niamey, the capital and largest city of Niger. Niger, belongs
to the poorest and least developed countries in the world (UN, 2019).
Like other countries of the Sahel, Niger is characterised by socio-
economic problems caused by ‘inherited colonial legacies (including
the illogicality of many borders) and the transition from colonialism to
undemocratic and often corrupt, militarised, neo-colonial regimes’
(Bond, 2015, p. 346). Despite its relatively stable political situation,
Niger faces violence, extremism and instability at its border (Cooke &
Sanderson, 2016).

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR,
2020c) defines refugee sites as ‘temporary facilities built to provide
immediate protection and assistance to people who have been forced
to flee due to conflict, violence or persecution’. Despite being con-
sidered a last resort (UNHCR, 2007), these settings have played and
continue to play a crucial role in managing the ‘refugee crisis’ in
Europe as well as in North Africa and Western Asia, where the roots
of this ‘crisis’ are located. Sport programmes are largely used in
refugee sites as a tool for social development (Ha & Lyras, 2013,
p. 132; UNHCR et al., 2018). However, the abundance of sport
sociological research on the topic of forced migration that has been
carried out in recent years and commented on in the state-of-the-art
of research has almost completely disregarded refugee sites
(Waardenburg, Visschers, Deelen, & Liempt, 2018). To date, Sport
for Development and Peace (SFDP) is the biggest programme that
scientifically examines sport offers in this setting (Beutler, 2008; Ha
& Lyras, 2013; Kidd, 2013). Despite the growing sociological and
critical literature that has emerged on and within SFDP (Darnell,
2012; Giulianotti, 2011; Kidd, 2013), it remains an applied pro-
gramme that assumes the utility of sport and focuses on im-
plementing and improving it. Starting from a different perspective,
this project aimed to broaden and question the current scientific
discussion and intentionally avoided a priori assumptions on the
beneficial effects of sport and evaluative aims.

In the late phase of the ‘refugee crisis’, Agadez, a city in central
Niger, became a major route for refugees on their way to Europe. Its
role became so important that UNHCR employees jokingly called
the city ‘the southernmost border of Lampedusa’. Despite being the
poorest country in the region (or perhaps precisely for this reason),
Niger agreed to host refugees in different ETMs,® which is a special
form of refugee site.

Refugee sites are organisations that perform social work in the
management of mass displacement (Malkki, 1995). ‘Camp studies’
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(D. Martin et al., 2020; Ramadan, 2013; Turner, 2016) assume that
camps emerged as a spatial and bio-political means during the
European colonial period to manage specific population groups or
individuals. Camps are spaces of exception defined by (blurred)
boundaries and (supposed) temporariness. They can be used to
eradicate or save lives and for many other goals in between these two
extremes (repression, violence, segregation, hospitality, care, soli-
darity). Importantly, social interactions in refugee sites are deeply
influenced by the organisation’s characteristic ‘liminality’ (Ager &
Strang, 2008), which creates a limbic setting. The state of emergency
and the scarcity of resources are important environmental factors for
understanding the functioning of refugee sites. Finally, their opera-
tions are not only shaped by internal decision premises but also by
structural couplings between sometimes contradictory logics and the
direct involvement of many organisations.
The ETM of Niamey

aims to provide life-saving protection, assistance and long-term
solutions to extremely vulnerable refugees trapped in detention in
Libya, through temporary evacuation to Niger. The aim is to deliver
protection and identify durable solutions, including resettlement for
these refugees, who are predominantly Eritrean and Somalian. Their
profiles mainly include survivors of torture or other forms of violence
in the country of origin andlor transit countries (e.g. Libya) and
others with compelling protection needs. Many of them are unac-
companied children and women and girls at risk.

(UNHCR, 2019)

The ETM includes three types of refugee sites in Niamey: the new and
large site of Hamdallaye outside the city, the older and smaller Houses
of Refugees, and the Health Centres in the city. Despite focusing
on different specialisations, all sites provide their residents with
water, food, medicine, shelter, and clothing. Beside securing liveli-
hoods, they also provide psychological assistance, language classes
and sport activities.

During the research period in May 2019, the Niger River, which
crosses the city and mitigates its climate conditions, was semi-dry and
the weather was very hot (between 35 and 45 degrees Celsius during
the day, between 30 and 40 degrees Celsius at night). Islam is by far the
dominant religion in Niger, and Ramadan was observed for almost the
entire month. Although Ramadan is compatible with sport (Farooq &
Parker, 2009; Roy et al., 2012), the scarce caloric intake and risk of
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dehydration due to the high temperatures certainly influenced the
processes of the refugee sites (Afifi, 1997; Campante & Yanagizawa-
Drott, 2015). However, the activities did not stop, including the sport
activities. The analysis of the role of sport is based on ethnographic
research of specific sport activities, including swimming, Tackwondo
and football (Michelini, 2022).

In this setting, sport is assigned multiple and sometimes clashing
meanings which rely mainly on the logic of sport ‘performing/not
performing’ (Stichweh, 1990, p. 387), health ‘health/illness’ (Luhmann,
1983, pp. 169-170), and education ‘teachable/unteachable’ (Luhmann
& Lenzen, 2002). While this is not an unusual phenomenon, the issues
that characterise refugee sites, amplify and confuse the expectations of
sport, turning it into a panacea.

03:54-Trainer 2: I am [name ] and I am the [sport discipline] coach,
we train them in sport in general, gymnastic, but specifically [sport
discipline ]. There is also my coach, I am his assistant, he is [name of
the assistant coach]. We do not only teach [sport discipline]. Before
starting, we try teaching them discipline, how to respect yourself,
how to respect the others, how to be polite.

(Trainer 2, 2019)

Sport is carried out despite significant barriers connected to the scar-
city of resources, the situation of emergency and the already men-
tioned environmental factors. In turn, this is a consequence of the
diffused consideration of sport in all of the refugee sites’ decision
premises, at the programmatic, organisational, and personal levels
(Luhmann, 2018). Finally, the health logic plays a crucial role for the
legitimisation of organised sport activities at the ETM.

54:00-M: In the context of the lives of refugees, who have lost any
regularity, sport can provide a new routine. They need routine and
new rules. I hate to speak about having to give rules to refugees.
But these rules are more a kind of ‘life hygiene’ which allow them
to rebuild their lives and is the foundation for building and
projecting them into the future. A real future, not only a dreamed
up future.

(Manager 2, 2019)

Sport in refugee sites is visibly related to power that is a symbolically
generalised communication medium, which enables acceptance of
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alter’s actions as premises and bonds for the actions of ego (Luhmann,
2017). Sport reinforces the unbalanced power relationship between
refugees and the organisation’s staff, entails disciplinary goals and is
scrupulously promoted.

Despite the issues the context of refugee sites raise and the author’s
relatively sceptical attitude towards the SFDP (Giulianotti &
Armstrong, 2013), the observations of the sport activities offered and
the staff’s accounts partly confirm the positive assumptions of sport
activities in refugee sites.

01:13:01-M: 1 sometimes think that miracles do happen. I saw a man,
Jay, when he came, he was very malnourished, shrunken, his belly was
deflated, he was dirty, very dirty, tired and psychologically unstable.
That was his condition. I saw him very often for a while. Then I didn’t
see him for three months, because I didn’t visit the Health Centre.
Then one day I saw a man with a big smile, he waved at me, it was
National Refugee Day. I did not realise it was him, I could not
recognise him. He was 10 kg heavier, just muscles. He was a changed
man, a changed person. He had gotten into sport, Taekwondo,
swimming, gym and he was very different, his life was different. His
life was very different. You cannot take sport away from him, because
it gave him a lot.

(Manager 2, 2019)

Yet, sport is not an ‘island’ where refugees merrily pass their time.
Instead, sport entails major adaptations to the organisational specifi-
city of the given refugee site. While retaining part of its meaning,
pleasure and desires garnered on the field by both coaches and players
(Rand, 2012; Thangaraj, 2015), sport absorbs and reproduces inherent
contradictions of this specific context and its underlying goals
(Agamben, 1998; Hartmann, 2016). In the limbic setting of refugee
sites, sport becomes exceptional, multivalent, and relevant, but also
elusive, ambiguous and coercive. For these reasons, basic sociological
research can essentially contribute to a deeper and more complex
understanding of sport in refugee sites.’

7.4 Forced migration and elite sport

The fourth project examined how critical life events, such as war,
migration, and resettlement, influence and are influenced by sociali-
sation in competitive sport. To answer the question ‘How do forced
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migration and sport experiences influence the biographies of refugee
athletes?’, the sport careers of athletes with a refugee background were
analysed.

In addition to the leading perspectives of both sport and migration
sociology, the biographical perspective also played a key role in this
project. Biographical research formulates generalisations based on
reconstructions of life histories (Fuchs-Heinritz, 2010). The mix of
these three approaches sheds light on the relationships between in-
dividual lives, social structures, and historical processes through the
accounts of sport biographies (ISA, 2020). According to Charles
Wright Mills (2000, p. 143) ‘social science deals with problems of
biography, of history, and of their intersections within social struc-
tures’. While wars and migrations have influenced humans’ (sport)
biographies since the beginning of times (Bade, 2008; Manning &
Trimmer, 2013), this fourth project identified distinguishing features
and meanings of being an elite athlete with a forced migration back-
ground in the context of the ‘refugee crisis’. Despite being guided by
different questions and focusing exclusively on refugees, this project
built and expanded on a research programme of athletes with a mi-
gration background carried out by Ulrike Burrmann’s team at the TU
Dortmund between 2010 and 2015 (Burrmann et al., 2017; Burrmann,
Mutz, et al., 2015a; Zender, 2018).

In the course of life, individuals are more or less intensively included
in and assume different roles within function systems. Research on
talent reveals that critical life events can either advance or obstruct
athletes’ trajectories (John et al., 2019, p. 9). This assumption is con-
firmed by the biographies of successful refugee athletes such as
Mohamed Farah (a Somali-born British long-distance runner, who
won the 2012 and 2016 Olympic gold medals in both the 5,000 and
10,000 metre races) or Lopez Lomong (a South Sudanese-born US
track and field athlete, who has won several national and international
competitions). These cases demonstrate that the greatest sporting
achievements are possible despite having a refugee background.
Nevertheless, forced migration is a precarious event and is likely—at
least in the short term—to cause psychological problems, weaken phy-
sical health and fitness and have a negative impact on the refugee’s
socio-economic status (Berry et al., 1987; Hobfoll et al., 1991; Yakushko
et al., 2008). Finally, tragic stories about athletes who have disappeared
or lost their lives during their forced migration exist as well. The prime
example is that of former Olympic athlete Samia Yusuf Omar, who
drowned close to the Italian coast during her forced migration.
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She was trying to reach Europe to be able to continue her sport career
(Krug, 2016). In 2016, the goalkeeper of The Gambia’s national wo-
men’s football team, Fatim Jawara, drowned in the Mediterranean
trying to reach Europe (BBC, 2016a). Other professional Gambian
football players have allegedly also lost their lives during their escape to
Europe (Telegraph, 2016).

The analysis of this project in the context of Luhmann’s systems
theory has significant implications. From a constructivist perspective
and following theoretical reflections of Koselleck (1979) on the time
frames ‘past, present and future’, time is not only a subjective, but also
a dynamic concept. In interviews with athletes, they re-construct
‘pasts, presents and futures’ by re-considering their sport careers and
its development over time (Figure 7.3).

By considering athletes, this project examined the roles of in-
dividuals in relation to function systems. Neither individuals nor
actions constitute social systems, but people are included on the basis
of the specific roles they play in diverse social systems (Luhmann,
2005). Refugees risk becoming irrelevant in function systems and
experience radical forms of exclusion (Luhmann, 1997), which has
repercussions on their sport careers. Indeed, biographies are marked
by life events. These can be critical or insignificant, unique or or-
dinary, fortunate or unfortunate. Some events are quickly forgotten
while others leave indelible marks. The results of this project show
that the influence of war-related events on sport careers is profound
and reciprocal (Michelini, 2018). Unexpected results also emerged.
For example, by playing for a club supported by the Syrian Army,
the interviewees had a higher risk of being recruited by the Syrian
Armed Forces.

=z  N<Z N\

—
Past Present Future Past Present Future Past Present Future
Past Present Future

Figure 7.3 Dynamic understanding of time.
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Lorans

10:22 L: It was just in Syria after 2011. It was also the last
tournament for my club, we were the champions in the league. And
then, because of the situation and the war there, we stopped training.
(interrupted). [...]

10:39 Interviewer: For how long?

10:41 L: Like one and half years.

10:43 Interviewer: Okay. And you never trained?

10:46 L: No, that’s why ... I'm going to say that. They asked us to
fight because we are players, you know. When you're involved in
sports, they want you to fight. (interrupted)

The resolve to engage in sport influenced important decisions before,
during and after resettlement. In the examples below, sport was
practiced despite the uncertain and dangerous situation, the position
of water polo in the receiving country was considered in the choice of
destination and the practice of sport became a reason for fatigue fol-
lowing migration.

Mufed

11:10 M: I trained until the very last days before leaving the
country. Actually, 3 days before I got on that plane, I had a training
session. But we made a sudden decision (interruption by third
person). My family got the opportunity to migrate to Sweden, so we
had to take it immediately within 3 or 4 days.

Lorans

2:42 L: Yes, and then water polo stopped in 2012 because of the war
and there was no water polo anymore. That’s also one of the reasons
why I left Syria. So I left Syria in 2013 for Egypt.

Mongzer (translation by the author)

0:53 M: [...]. At the beginning, I played in (name of a water polo
club of a small German city). Two, two months. 2 and half months.
But for me, it was very hard. Every day to (name of the small
German city) [...] and back, yes. This is 3 hours or ... 3 and a half
hours each day were lost. Yes, that is too much. I could not learn
well. Work well.

As a critical life event, forced migration causes direct and indirect
consequences, and had a severe impact on the sport careers examined;
only one of the participants in the study was still engaged in elite sport.
The possibility to pursue a professional career is technically still open
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for the other players as well, but is impracticable. Indeed, continuing
to play water polo, even at an amateur level, requires significant sa-
crifices (Michelini, 2020-Submitted). Therefore, elite sport is con-
sidered impracticable in refugees’ new daily routine (synchronic time),
and missing trainings and having to compete at a crucial moment in
their sport careers makes them now feel too ‘old’ (diachronic time).

Monzer (translation by the author)

36:52 M: In the past, we were 16 years old, we were very, very, very
good. We thought, I thought in the past, I wanted ... my dream
(was) not to study, I dreamed about doing something with water
polo, in the U.S. or in Europe. I thought in Europe I would have
more opportunities, more opportunities to do something. Hmmm, but
now I don’t think the same way, because when you're 16, you can do
so much. Now you have to be very good and very young in sport.
[...] Yes, but this opportunity is already gone.®

Consequently, the prioritisation of sport over other exigencies may
facilitate but may also impede refugee athletes’ successful inclusion in
other contexts, for example, in education or economic systems. The
results also show that the sample’s high sport ambitions following
resettlement changed and generally declined over the project’s course
of three years (Michelini, 2020a).

Lorans

00:01:16 L: In the last two years my sport career ... I'm not playing
water polo now at that really professional level. I'm also busy with
studies. I actually left my old club [name of the club], where I was
[playing when we last saw each other] in Sweden.

The refugee athletes developed different strategies to cope with their
sport ambitions within their new social context after resettlement:
idealisation, which reinforces sport motivation through the attachment
of external meanings; de-sportification, which strips competitiveness
from sport; postponement, which delays the start of actively pursuing
sport objectives; and abdication, which acknowledges and justifies the
ceasing of a sport career.”

Notes

1 The section ‘Articles by the author’ of the bibliography entails the complete
information on these articles.
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Birte Krause, Kathrin Fahn (2019), and Jennifer Bruland contributed as
student assistants to the creation of the category system and to the cate-
gorisation of the articles.

The annexes provide a more detailed description of these categories as well
as anchor examples for each of them. In technical terminology, an anchor
example is a clear and concise exemplification that works as an identifier of
a category.

The arguments of this section can be deepened by reading three further
essays of the author (see ‘articles by the author’: 1, 4, and 5 at the end of the
book), which examine the communication of the catalogue of newspaper
articles, conduct in-depth reviews of its contents and reflect on its function.
The ‘additional resources’ lists three articles (articles by the author: 2, 9, and
10) that empirically and theoretically deepen the results discussed above.
While humanitarian and moral reasons indubitably built up this decision,
power and money may have also played a crucial role. Importantly, Niger is
only a place of transit on the route of human traffickers and most of re-
fugees have no intention to settle there.

The sixth entry of the list ‘articles by the author’ develops these arguments
further.

Monzer was 22 years old at the time of the interview.

Three of the articles attached as annexes (articles by the author: 3, 7, and 11)
further elaborate these results.



8 Opverarching Discussion
of the Results

Under an overarching theoretical model, this chapter considers the
four projects previously described as an entire research programme on
forced migration and sport. New knowledge will emerge by comparing
and contrasting the individual projects. Concretely, sociological sys-
tems theory and its typology of systems introduced in the theory
chapter was favoured over other theoretical models,' despite its lower
dissemination. The extensiveness, complexity and requisite variety of
its underlying theory (Luhmann, 1984b, p. 19; Willke, 2006, pp. 1-4)
and the fact that systems theory was used in the majority of the pro-
jects under one theoretical framework make this model the most sui-
table candidate for an overarching consideration of the research.

To study the projects previously examined as a whole, the first step
is to identify similarities and differences between the four projects
against the backdrop of Luhmann’s typology of systems.

Figure 8.1 illustrates this consideration and reveals particular simi-
larities between two pairs of projects: both Sport and Forced Migration
in the Mass Media and Forced Migration and Elite Sport examine so-
ciety and the topic of elite sport. Activities for Refugees in Sports Clubs
and Physical Activity in Refugee Sites, on the other hand, study sport
offers provided for refugees in different organisational settings. The
following section addresses these two pairs of projects as the first step
of a progressive overarching consideration of this research by focusing
on external and self-representations as well as on organisational logics.

8.1 Representations of refugee athletes

The two projects Sport and Forced Migration in the Mass Media and
Forced Migration and Elite Sport applied completely different methods
of data collection, but both considered elite athletes with a forced
migration background. Comparing these two projects allows us to
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Sport and Activities
Forced Migration for Refugees
in the Mass Media in Sport Clubs
Societies Organisations Interactions
Forced Migration Physical Activity
and Elite Sport in Refugee Sites

Figure 8.1 Research projects and types of systems.

contrast the athletes’ perspectives and that of the mass media on the
topic of forced migration and sport. This, in turn, allows detection of
discrepancies and of the relationship between these two reconstruc-
tions of elite sport careers. The sometimes blurred difference between
professional and non-professional athletes is determined by the function
of sport in their lives, which is work-like for the professional, and hobby-
like for the non-professional athlete. Despite this difference, which has
important economic implications, both can be elite-level athletes or
rather reach a level of competition at or close to a national standard
(Delaney & Madigan, 2009, p. 94), and both can be hyper-included in
sports (Bette & Gugutzer, 2012).% Importantly, the refugee athlete is a
socially constructed role, which ‘only exists insofar as he or she is named
and recognized by others’ (Hardy, 2003, p. 477). Because the code
‘victory/defeat’ lies at the core of any professional sport, the tendency to
continuously refer to the athlete’s past is superfluous, can be interpreted
as a discriminatory practice, and creates role-specific expectations.

In interviews that appeared in newspapers and in those carried out
by the author, the self-description of refugee athletes’ inclusion in the
sport system focuses on efforts and sacrifices made that lie beyond
their successful sport careers. This book does not consider these de-
clarations as factual representations of the truth, but instead as sub-
jective reconstructions, which for different reasons may omit, modify,
and embellish the individuals’ lived experiences (Kiihnle, 2020;
Sparkes & Stewart, 2016). In these reconstructions, sport plays a re-
levant role in the biographies of refugee athletes before, during, and
after their forced migration (Michelini, 2018). In the resettlement
phase, sport assumed a different yet relevant role both among pro-
fessional and non-professional elite athletes. The ambition but also the
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frustration of having missed the opportunity to turn sport into a job
and a source of income is evident among most non-professional ath-
letes interviewed. They often view the (sometimes) long forced breaks
from training, the absence of support, and the lack of opportunities to
demonstrate their actual value to be the main reasons for having been
excluded from professional sport following their resettlement.

The mass media’s external observation focuses on the celebration of
successes, and the construction of sport heroes (and in rare cases an-
tiheroes) against the backdrop of the ‘refugee crisis’ (Bette, 2019).
Newspapers’ reporting on refugee athletes is, for the most part, very
positive and idealised (Michelini, 2021b). This suggests the influence of
moral and political logic on that of both mass media and sport
(Stichweh, 1990). Performance is nevertheless an important factor for
retaining media sympathy and attention. The ups and downs involving
Bakery Jatta (Michelini & Seiberth, 2022) and other refugee athletes
(Agergaard, 2019; Burdsey, 2016) suggest that sympathy can quickly
dissipate due to changes in public opinion or the athlete’s alleged
faults. In the German language, the word ‘refugee’ (Fliichtling) is ap-
propriate in juridical terms, but has a negative connotation and is
therefore avoided in ‘politically correct’ language (Duden, 2020).
Nevertheless, refugee athletes are widely referred to as Fliichtling in the
contents and headlines of each newspaper examined.

Interestingly, the findings of both projects reveal that the respective
refugee athletes’ sport careers are partly coupled to their relationships
with the media. The project Sport and Forced Migration in the Mass
Media indicates, amongst other results, that Yusra Mardini was able
to secure her career as a professional swimmer through her successful
relationship with the mass media (Michelini, 2021b). By contrast, the
media’s interest in Bakery Jatta was more a consequence of his suc-
cessful career as a professional football player, and the scandal con-
cerning his identity negatively affected his image and possibly also his
performances (Michelini & Seiberth, 2022). The Syrian elite water polo
players, who resettled in Europe and were the focus of the project
Forced Migration and Elite Sport, had very little media visibility, and
were proud and pleased to have received sporadic mention in the local
news (for example in Noorden, 2014; Weckelman, 2018).

In these reports, they are mostly depicted as examples of ‘good’
refugees, namely those who have skills and have integrated in the re-
ceiving country. In this regard, the news articles are rather politicised
and instrumental. The neoliberal discourse of hard work proclaims
that anything is possible if you have the necessary perseverance. Social
integration as well as a successful sport career is conflated in these
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representations and is turned into equal meritocracy fields, which
allows social mobility and stratification. Refugee athletes are there-
fore represented as exceptional individuals, who are both model
migrants and successful in sport. In turn, this reflects poorly on the
majority of refugees, who are seen as not working as hard and as a
burden on society.

Nevertheless, the refugee athletes’ views when asked about this par-
ticular aspect were fairly positive because they had the chance of being
in the spotlight of gaining visibility, and eventually establishing good
connections in their sport and professional careers (Michelini, 2018).

8.2 Organisations and sport activities for refugees

To examine the sport activities provided to refugees by different or-
ganisations, both projects relied on ethnographic approaches for data
collection, which included participant observations and interviews.
Moreover, the projects focused on the perspective of sport staff in-
volved in implementing these sport offers. The organisations and en-
vironments examined differ considerably: the first project examined
sports clubs in Germany, one of the wealthiest countries in Europe
(UN, 2019), where people voluntarily engage in activities with and for
refugees. The second project considered refugee sites managed by
UNHCR in Niger, an impoverished African country (UN, 2019),
where contracted staff organise sport activities for the sites’ residents.
Though not surprising, the availability of sport activities for refugees
in these organisations is not obvious in general. Indeed, sports clubs
have no obligation to provide activities for special target groups, and
the primary goal of refugee sites is to manage mass forced migration.
The contingency that these activities would not have existed is there-
fore possible, while their availability and relevance implies the co-
presence of factors that could influence these organisations’ decisions.
These decisions led to the creation of sport activities with similarities
and differences, which are addressed below (Table 8.1).

Despite the completely different environments of the sports clubs
and refugee sites considered, the research results (particularly in
Michelini, 2022; Michelini et al., 2018) divulge numerous similarities.
In both organisations, sport is believed to have properties that extend
beyond the narrow sense of practising sport and include the promotion
of health, education, discipline, and social integration. Nevertheless,
most offers in both settings focused on competition and performance,
and talented athletes were particularly welcomed and looked after.
Moreover, the staff responsible for sport offers in both organisations
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Table 8.1 Sport for refugees in sports clubs and refugee sites

Organisation Sports club Refugee site
Comparison
Similarities Multiple functions of sport (relevance of competition)

Engaged trainers without a refugee background
High fluctuation and mostly male participants

Differences National sport system Liminal context
Limited resources Scarce resources
Volunteers Hired staff
Integrating participants Recovering participants

were mostly locals without a migration background. They were highly
motivated and engaged, had heterogeneous but solid sport expertise on
average, and, despite the natural effects of work-related rationalisa-
tion, declared themselves devoted to the cause of helping people in
need, in this case, the refugees. The activities offered in both settings
were characterised by low and fluctuating participation. This problem
resulted in instability, posed legitimisation problems, strained the
general attitude towards the offers, and threatened their continued
existence. In both settings, the participants were young to adult males.
Female refugees only very rarely engaged in the sport activities offered.
While signs of the participants’ troubled pasts were sometimes dis-
cernible in their bodies and behaviours, the sport activities observed
were relatively ‘normal’: extrapolated from their context, they were
well-implemented and enjoyable activities which the participants could
engage in with motivation and fun. Nevertheless, refugees in both
organisations were mostly excluded from leading positions, while they
would have been quite capable of administering their own sport ac-
tivities amongst themselves or in a more participatory way (Harrell-
Bond, 2002, p. 57).

There are differences between the two organisations’ sport offers
(particularly in Michelini, 2022; Michelini et al., 2018) in financial and
human resources as well as the participants.

The refugee sites of Niamey struggled with very scarce resources for
sport facilities and equipment while the sports clubs in Germany had
comparatively abundant resources at their disposal. Nevertheless,
German sport organisations reported that they had limited financial
possibilities and, above all, faced problems recruiting and retaining
volunteers to support activities for refugees.

Considering the organisation’s human resources, while UNHCR
contracted and paid staff to provide sport offers, German sports clubs
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relied on volunteers. This, in turn, implies different motivations for
carrying out the activities and consequences for their cessation. The
managers of sport offers in sport organisations were more intrinsically
motivated but also more practical about the relevant issues and were
prepared to give up the activities. By contrast, the managers of sport
offers in refugee sites were extrinsically motivated and interested in the
continuation of the offers.

Finally, differences between the participating refugees were ob-
served as well. In Niger, the participants in sport offers were young to
adult males who had mostly fled from Somalia, Eritrea, Nigeria,
Burkina Faso, Mali, and South Sudan. The offers of German sports
clubs, on the other hand, included mostly young to adult male Syrian
participants. Their participants generally seemed to be in better phy-
sical and psychological shape. Obviously, this can be explained by the
radical differences between the two settings and by the volatile but still
safer situation in Europe.

As a form of social system, organisations allow for an efficient
achievement of goals (W. R. Scott & Davis, 2015). Despite this crucial
point and the high level of engagement of the individuals working for
the organisations considered, it is evident that some organisational
processes prevent better results in the work with refugees (Seiberth
et al., 2013). Generally, the goal of sports clubs is not to integrate
migrants, and the goal of refugee sites is not to carry out sport ac-
tivities. Therefore, the resources allocated to this and other com-
plementary aims are limited. By contrast, specific sport activities for
refugees became a way for sports clubs and refugee sites to promote
other goals as well as the overall self-maintenance of the organisation.

8.3 Holistic considerations of the research

To conclude the progressive overarching considerations of the research
after separately reviewing the two pairs of comparable projects, the
following section examines all four projects as one entire research
programme.

Table 8.2 depicts how the four projects assessed different aspects of
forced migration and sport. Comparing and contrasting the two pairs
of projects sheds light on further results, which are discussed below in
relation to the field of sport, the subjects, and the focus of the projects.

First, sport organisations apply strategies to exclude or include
people with a forced migration and refugee background, both at
the elite and at the amateur levels, which are overlapping yet distinct
fields of sport in modernity (Stichweh, 2013, p. 93). The performance
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Table 8.2 Consideration of the four projects

Projects Sport and Forced Activities for Refugees in
Migration in the Mass Sports Clubs and Physical
Media and Forced Activity in Refugee Sites
Migration and Elite Sport

Field of sport Organised elite sport Organised amateur sport

Subject Athlete Heads of sport offers

Focus Individual biography Organisation

principle guides elite sport, which is naturally closed to unqualified
athletes and open to talented ones, irrespective of their migration
background. This fundamental assumption does not at all preclude the
phenomena of exclusion, discrimination, and racism (Hylton, 2005,
2010; Jarvie, 2005). With a few exceptions, the two research projects
that focused on elite athletes with a refugee background revealed that
they were in fact welcomed or that sports clubs actually vied for the
best players. Some clubs actively advocated for ‘their’ refugee athletes,
for example, by helping them resolve legal issues or by granting them
financial assistance. It is impossible to establish the extent to which this
generosity is connected to the objective of (cheaply) binding the ath-
letes to the clubs or to other strategic goals. Despite this and the
athletes’ openly displayed gratitude, athlete-trainer issues emerged,
especially in non-professional elite sport. The impossibility of the re-
fugee athletes to train properly due to various issues (amongst others,
related to their legal status, financial situation, and time scarcity) was a
recurring reason for conflict. These reasons were sometimes under-
stood and accepted or misinterpreted and rejected by trainers. The
refugee status can generally intensify the naturally unbalanced power
relationship between the coach and athlete (Cranmer & Goodboy,
2015). Amateur sport considers itself a social institution and perceives
refugees as people in need of help. This attitude creates a qualitatively
different but nonetheless unbalanced power relationship. Sometimes,
the often-ascribed potentials of sport were perceivable in the sport
offers organised for refugees. In the political and popular discourses,
sport was seen as a way to promote refugees’ health, education, dis-
cipline, and particularly their social integration (Council of Europe,
2020; European Commission, 2007; German Federal Government,
2007). While efforts to include refugees in amateur sport were some-
times naive and simplistic, elements of a genuine welcome culture were
observed in both German sports clubs and the refugee sites of Niamey.
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However, the author also witnessed social conflicts, frustration, and
the failure of these programmes. Interestingly, elite and amateur sports
borrow and use the respective logics on certain occasions, for example,
to legitimise, promote, and praise their own work with refugees.
Second, elite athletes and managers of amateur sport offers were
highly motivated and willing to sacrifice their time and energy to en-
gage in or organise sport activities. However, the real or perceived
scarcity of resources and the instability of the context in general was a
cause of distress for both elite athletes and managers of amateur clubs.
A prolonged, unsatisfying, and wearisome engagement leads to frus-
tration and even to dropouts or resignation from both these organi-
sational roles. In the case of voluntary managers of sport activities, the
fluctuating participation, and abandonment of sport participants, in
particular, were the main reasons for disengagement in the work with
refugees (Michelini & Burrmann, 2021). In the case of unpaid elite
athletes, the prioritisation of other duties over sport was the main
reason for dropping out (Michelini, 2018). This does not apply to
professional and paid sport staff and athletes, whose inclusion in sport
is work-related and a source of income (Michelini, 2021b, 2022). As
sport professionals, they are dependent on the continuation of their
sport activities or on their successful sport careers. Consequently, in-
trinsic motivation plays a less central role, and their main concern is
the eventuality of losing their income from engagement in sport.
Third, the projects allowed for a comparison of the perspectives of
individual biographies and sport organisations. A high attachment to
sport is observable among elite athletes who experienced hardships
before, during, and after their forced migration (Michelini, 2018). For
some of the refugees who had not practised sport before or who had
dropped out, forced migration was on occasion a factor that (again)
brought them closer to sport. In the case of both a (new) beginning or
continuation of sport, refugees mostly perceived their involvement in
sport as being beneficial, but sometimes also as an obligation (Feuchter
& Janetzko, 2018) or as very straining (Michelini, 2018). Turning the
focus to sports clubs, the ‘refugee crisis’ was a social phenomenon that
evidently had an impact on these organisations. Although the scientific
community observed that sports clubs tend to reject innovation (Thiel &
Meier, 2004, 2008), sport offers for refugees could be organised because
typical blocking mechanisms against innovation were eliminated or
bypassed (Michelini et al., 2018; Tuchel et al., 2021). Thereby, the te-
nacious initiatives of an individual or a small group of people among
organisations’ staff were the most relevant push factor. Moreover, the
setting of clear goals and transparency for club members were also
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important factors to gain broad support within the club and in turn, for
the organisation to successfully provide sport offers for refugees. Money
played a relevant but not the primary role. Despite having only ex-
amined sports clubs that voluntarily opened up to refugees, blocking
mechanisms were observed as well (Burrmann et al., 2019). These mostly
emerged in the form of diffuse fears of losing the club’s traditions. In
most cases, however, the inclusion of refugees diminished contrasts, thus
reviving the clubs’ ideology and tradition. Social engagement with re-
fugees seems to galvanise sports clubs and opens the door, especially of
clubs with only a few members, to attracting new ones.

Notes

1 Models that consider interactions between the macro, meso, and micro
societal levels are standard in sociological research. Together with numerous
variations (Geels, 2002; Hajer, 2003), the ‘boat’ developed, amongst others,
by Esser (1993), Coleman (1994), and Udehn (2002), is a classic multi-level
model that is widely accepted in general sociology and in the sociology of
sport (Breuer, Hoekman, Nagel, & van der Werft, 2015; Nagel, 2006, 2007;
Nagel, Schlesinger, Bayle, & Giauque, 2015). This model’s widespread ac-
ceptance and the fact that its main concepts are commonsensical outside the
scientific community as well are major strengths. Luhmann (1987a) em-
phasises that systems theory rejects both the rationale and the nomenclature
of the mainstream typology of social order.

2 For example, non-professional athletes can take their sport activity very
seriously with the goal of becoming professional athletes.
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Based on different questions, theories, methods, data, and approaches,
this book examines various facets of the topic forced migration and
sport in depth from a sociological perspective. The four projects ana-
lysed in the previous chapters reveal that:

*  The press consistently covered the topic forced migration and sport,
illustrating the newsworthiness of sport-related topics in the
context of the ‘refugee crisis’. The catalogue of article was
embedded in previously existing debates on the ‘refugee crisis’
and the integrative power of sport. Also, in the case of sport, the
construction of a critical situation served as a self-fulfilling
prophecy and created feelings of uncertainty, discomfort, and fear.

* Sports clubs adapted to the ‘refugee crisis’, amongst others by
providing specific sport activities for refugees. Previous experi-
ences with integration constitute a solid foundation for further
practices, and the implementation of sport offers for refugees is
highly dependent on human resources. Sports clubs exhibited an
unexpected dynamism and high capacity to mobilise resources.

* Refugee sites have high expectations of sport and organise it
notwithstanding the existent obstacles. Despite the impact of this
setting on social interactions, sport retains part of its meaning, joy,
pleasure, and desires that are generally associated with engage-
ment in sport. Yet this liberation only exists within the boundaries
of sport activities. Therefore, sport is only seemingly a sanctuary
where opportunities for recreation are being offered to refugees.
At the refugee sites, sport becomes something extraordinary and
multivalent, but also elusive and ambiguous.

*  The refugee athlete is a socially constructed role that generates both
positive and negative implications and contradictions. Forced
migration is a critical life event that constitutes an impediment to
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a sport career at many levels. However, the sport biographies of elite
athletes with a refugee background are fairly heterogeneous. While
sport is of a high relevance after resettlement, most athletes dropped
out or reduced their involvement in sport.

Based on this information and its interconnections, the leading ques-
tion of this book ‘What role does sport play in the context of the
“refugee crisis”?’ can be ‘answered’ as follows: over time, sport as-
sumed different roles during the ‘refugee crisis’; this event and the
sport system profoundly and reciprocally influenced each other; this
relationship echoes and reproduces broader social phenomena of in-
clusion and exclusion, which are deeply entangled with power. Sport
mirrored both feelings of intense solidarity and animosity, which al-
ternated and coexisted throughout the ‘refugee crisis’. The overall
adaptation of the sport system was dynamic and positive. However,
many of the actions were naive, superficial, strategic, selective, and
racialised. The role and potential of sport were widely overestimated
and romanticised both in external and self-representations as well as
in the organisations considered here. This could have positive im-
plications because this over-optimism might foster action and am-
bition. Nevertheless, the existing but relatively scarce potential of
sport should be utilised and optimised instead of exaggerated and
(self-)celebrated. To further specify and manifest this statement, the
next section provides a sociological analysis (see: Luhmann, 1997,
pp. 36-41), which focuses on the role of sport in Europe in general
and during delimited periods of the ‘refugee crisis’. Next, a reflection
on the limitations of this investigation and future perspectives of
research on this social phenomenon are discussed.

9.1 The role of sport within the ‘refugee crisis’

After radically reducing the complexity of the topic at hand to for-
mulate an answer to the leading research question, this section re-
constructs part of the complexity by elaborating this answer in specific
fields of sport. This analysis is based on the projects discussed above,
on the current state of research and on the broader expertise the au-
thor has developed on this topic over his six years of scientific work.
The role of sport in the context of the ‘refugee crisis’ is discussed by
considering three phases (2013-2014, 2015-2016, and 2017-2018),
three fields of sport (elite, amateur, and leisure), and Europe as a
specific setting (Figure 9.1).!
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Figure 9.1 Fields of sport and phases of the ‘refugee crisis’.

This analytical strategy allows for an examination of relevant se-

lected facets of this broader social phenomenon. These categories
partly overlap, may have been conceived differently, and only have
explanatory power under a specific understanding, which will be fur-
ther explicated below.

9.1.1 Elite sport

The role of elite sport is considered with regard to its capacity to in-
clude refugee athletes in the three phases of ‘the refugee crisis’:

1

The pre-peak phase of the ‘refugee crisis’ only very marginally
touched on the sport system at the elite level. As talented athletes
are valued in elite sport, clubs were eager to secure new talents, even
though they could not debut immediately for local clubs due to
bureaucratic regulations. Sport disciplines such as football, combat
sports, and athletics, in particular, benefitted sporadically but
quickly from the arrival of new talented athletes on European soil.
During the peak phase of the ‘refugee crisis’, sport talents were also
among the mass of forcibly displaced persons. The first refugee
athletes that migrated during the ‘refugee crisis’ were able to integrate
as professionals in the European elite sport system. For example,
football clubs included refugees at the highest competition levels,
such as in the cases of Bakery Jatta in Germany, Musa Juwara in
Italy, and Jacob Viera in the UK (Stone, 2018). Moreover, the IOC
created a Refugee Olympic Team (ROT) in 2015, which competed in
front of a huge audience at the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil (Abd Rahim, Diah, & Aman, 2018).

In the post-peak phase of the ‘crisis’, processes of routinisation and
stabilisation were observable in the field of elite sport. A few
successful refugee athletes became national or international celeb-
rities. Contrary to the previous phases, critical voices grew louder
and scandals involving refugee athletes emerged, such as in the case
of Bakery Jatta (Michelini & Seiberth, 2022).
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Elite sport was generally expected to be highly inclusive of refugee
athletes but only slightly adapted its routine and rules for facilitating
their inclusion. As a form of organised and competitive sport practised
within the scope of official sports clubs, federations, and events, the
inclusion of specific population groups is neither desired nor possible.
Indeed, inclusion in elite sport is strictly connected to performance and
measured through rankings of athletes, qualifying standards, and
contests. As previously stated, forced migration implies a radical
change in an individual’s life and potential psycho-social problems,
which are significant impediments to sport performance. The self-
description and social perception of elite sport is that of an open, in-
clusive, and fair arena, but refugee athletes are penalised due to the
exclusive orientation towards competition, because their forced mi-
gration in most cases implies major impediments to their sport activity.
Paraphrasing Aristoteles (350 BCE/1932), the sport system attempts to
make unequal things equal. While fairy tales of refugee athletes in
sport are possible and are powerful symbols of redemption, changing a
system that generates radical inequality is more important than
echoing the rare success cases. Instead, the few adaptations of the
sport system at the elite level were rather symbolic or functional in
terms of its performance-oriented logic and not of a humanitarian
nature (Hoberman, 2011, p. 17).

This, notwithstanding, elite sport also represented an important
anchor for some of the refugees who had a sport background and also
had a significant economic impact on some professional athletes.
Importantly, sport represents employment for professional athletes,
and the breakdown of the sport system in their countries of origin
resulted in the cessation of their profession and income. Similarly, the
impossibility of non-professional elite athletes to also engage in sport
was a reason for leaving their countries of origin (Michelini, 2018).
Finally, professional athletes also decided to leave their countries
during this period, using the opened refugee routes to seek a better
future elsewhere, despite having a secure job in sport. For example,
half of the first team players of Banjul United, a professional Gambian
football team, left their home in 2016, hoping to be accepted as re-
fugees in Europe (BBC, 2016a; Palliggiano, 2016; Telegraph, 2016).
Moreover, six track and field athletes of the Refugee Olympic Team
deflected after competing abroad (Cullum, 2021; Heim, 2018; Streule,
2020). Against the backdrop of the asylum-migration nexus (Gutiérrez
Rodriguez, 2018; Stewart, 2008),” the acceptance or rejection of re-
fugee status may ignore the actual cause for migration. Newly arrived
refugee athletes had to adjust to their new situation, endure the
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bureaucratic process of refugee assessment, and re-join the sport
system. While this re-inclusion can theoretically take a long time, most
narratives of refugee athletes indicate that finding a new club was
amongst the first aims they pursued after their resettlement (Michelini,
2018). This is logical as sport is highly relevant for elite athletes and
plays an important role in the (re-)creation of continuity and meaning
following forced migration. Instead, finding the ‘right club’ and
achieving past performances again is a longer and more difficult
process, depicted as quite compelling given the barriers refugees face
immediately following resettlement and without contacts in the local
sport scene.

9.1.2 Amateur sport

The role of amateur sport in the ‘refugee crisis’ is examined here
through the alleged integrative function of sports clubs:

1  The few refugees that arrived during the early phase of the ‘crisis’
represented a relevant but not overwhelming impulse for
European sports clubs. During the ‘refugee crisis’, grassroots
sport was expected to help refugees integrate into their new
homeland. However, these organisations responded differently
to the occurring events, adopting varying degrees of openness or
closedness, often taking a wait-and-see approach (Tuchel et al.,
2021). During this phase, sports clubs initiated adaptation pro-
cesses centred around the inclusion of and binding the newly
arriving refugees. Those with previous experiences in the area of
integration could build upon and elaborate their already estab-
lished organisational culture.

2 Several changes were observed within sports clubs during the peak
phase of the ‘refugee crisis’. Aiming to adapt to this crisis and to
include refugees, the scarcity of knowledge, resources, and time
forced sports clubs to rely on the basic operations that were
known, possible, and intrinsic to the organisations (Stichweh,
2018). Using these operations to include refugees presupposes
innovation readiness or the existence of a sociocultural memory of
previous similar experiences. Therefore, sports clubs that included
refugees or committed to taking them in often perceived this phase
as intense, invigorating, and overwhelming (Burrmann et al.,
2019). The elusive and loaded expectations were partly unrealistic
and limited by sports clubs’ possibilities. Sport entailed different
goals, often with the intention of integrating refugees. It was an
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arena where the welcome culture (Heinrich-Boll-Stiftung, 2016)
was sometimes displayed and applied in practice at the local level
(Burrmann, 2020). Sport organisations became a setting of
engagement for refugees in different ways: sport facilities were
utilised as emergency shelters for newly arriving refugees; specific
sport activities (mostly free of charge) were offered; sport
organisations were used as a platform to distribute clothes
donations. Sport organisations were thereby sometimes able to
influence (in the best case, in a positive way) the lives of refugee
participants. With the negative change in public attitude towards
refugees in 2016 (Georgiou & Zaborowski, 2017), the resources
and possibilities of sports clubs to support refugees also weakened.

3 Inthe late phase of the ‘refugee crisis’, sport organisations adapted
to the crisis based on their previous experiences about what had
worked and what had not, abandoned or modified non-functional
practices and routinised and improved functional ones. Within
these organisations’ programmes, special refugee sport offers were
often shelved and integrated into the club’s ‘normal’ activities
(Michelini & Burrmann, 2021). Sometimes, refugees left sports
clubs because they faced new exigencies, found other activities to
engage in, or were displaced or repatriated (Michelini, 2018). For this
and other reasons, much of the sports clubs’ initial energy and
enthusiasm diminished and some of their staff a posteriori view the
preceding years with disillusionment or even disappointment
(Michelini & Burrmann, 2021). This does not mean that the previous
status quo was restored. Instead, the experiences collected during the
refugee crisis purportedly inspired the culture and decision premises
of sports clubs. Amateur sport evolved in the wake of the ‘refugee
crisis’ and in all probability remains more prepared to include
migrants or new waves of refugees in the future.

Sports clubs are diffusely distributed in most European countries
and are the backbone of the field of sport (Breuer et al., 2015).
Notwithstanding ongoing discussions about their actual role in in-
tegration (Dowling, 2020; Seiberth & Thiel, 2010; Seiberth et al.,
2013), sports clubs have an inclusive history of migrants (S. Braun &
Nobis, 2011; Nagel et al., 2020). Therefore, as in the context of pre-
vious migration crises, sports clubs were expected to be an important
engine for the integration of refugees in Europe (Council of Europe,
2020; ENGSO, 2020; UNHCR, 2020b). The data analysed indicate the
existence of an eradicated ‘savage imaginary’ (Hesse & Sayyid, 2006)
about refugees’ sport skills upon their arrival, which are stereotypically
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considered row and low. However, most of the refugees that arrived in
Europe had a basic sport background and a ‘normal’ dispersion of
talent. Whether they decided to engage in sport after their resettlement
depended on many factors. However, many of them were exposed—at
least for a short period of time—to a bureaucratic process, which
notably impeded their freedom and activity in many fields and they
thus had more free time than usual. This time was sometimes occupied
with sport, which was frequently accessible to them (Breuer, 2017).
For some refugees, sport (clubs) became an important place of so-
cialisation, others left them, sometimes after a comparatively long and
intensive time, and others never found their way back into sport.

9.1.3 Leisure sport

The role of leisure sport during the ‘refugee crisis’ was examined in the
setting of European emergency reception centres, which are refugee
sites that differ from those constructed for other aims and in other
continents:

1 In Europe, the need to manage mass displacement reached an
emergency level in the initial phase of the ‘migration crisis’, which
triggered the installation of refugee sites. The development of
spontaneous camps into regular refugee sites is a prototypical
development. Temporary shelters created by refugees along their
route, close to a country border or at other assembly points,
evolved into fixed camps through the intervention of intergovern-
mental organisations, states, and ONGs (Doidge & Sandri, 2019;
Sandri, 2018). As is the case in other sites around the world,
mostly children and youth engaged in spontaneous play and
informal sport in such settings in Europe (Beutler, 2008;
Huizinga, 1939/2004). The newer, poorer, and more provisional
the sites are, the less structured and limited the possibilities to
engage in sport (Paardekooper, De Jong, & Hermanns, 1999).

2 Managing the peak of the ‘refugee crisis’ in Europe consisted in
part of developing different emergency solutions to shelter
refugees (Hunger & Kersting, 2019). Existing and newly built
refugee sites hosted an increasing number of refugees. These places
included initial reception centres and provisional shelter solutions,
which were often arranged in sport halls. The momentary
requisition and conversion of sport facilities into refugee sites
posed a notable disruption for the sport system. Sport was also an
important activity in European refugee sites, just like elsewhere, to
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pass time, stay fit, and have fun (Lewek & Naber, 2017). The
coercive and palliative function of sport in refugee sites were the
other face of the coin (Michelini, 2022). Moreover, special
collaborations between reception centres and sports clubs were
often quickly arranged to implement sport offers within or outside
the refugee sites (Burrmann et al., 2019).

3 Despite important exceptions such as Lampedusa, Calais, and
Lesbos, many emergency structures installed to deal with the
‘refugee crisis’ in Europe have been reduced, merged, re-
converted, or dismantled. With their disappearance, the collabora-
tion experiences between sports clubs and refugee sites have also
ceased. Without this connection, sports activities were terminated
or normalised as regular offers of sports clubs. The reduction of
refugee sites on European soil does not imply a return to the pre-
‘crisis’ order, but instead indicates a temporary control of
migration movements to Europe (D. Martin et al., 2020).
Despite this, the causes of the ‘crisis’ remain largely unresolved
and refugee sites in other regions are still dealing with alarming
phenomena such as instability and overcrowding.

During the ‘refugee crisis’, refugee sites consolidated their key role in
the modern management of mass migration (D. Martin et al., 2020).
Moreover, while refugee sites have mainly been constructed outside
Europe in recent decades, often to stop incoming migration flows,
refugee sites managed to ‘arrive’ in Europe during the ‘refugee crisis’.
Agamben (1998) describes refugees confined in reception sites as ‘homno
sacer’, or persons who are outside the law or beyond it. In this setting,
they live a ‘bare life’, which ‘is included in the juridical order solely in
the form of its exclusion’ (Agamben, 1998, p. 12). For these reasons,
the sites’ contradictory existence and the vulnerability of their in-
habitants are considered nomos of our time (Agamben, 1998). Despite
being an extremely heterogeneous group (Malkki, 1995), the opera-
tions at refugee sites generate ‘doing refugee’ processes (Schiitte, 2019;
West & Zimmerman, 1987),® which are visible in the examined sport
activities as well. At the same time, refugees have agency and are not
‘apolitical, docile, dependent recipients who benefit enormously from
humanitarian intervention’ (Besteman, 2016, p. 29). Some sociological
studies suggest that the ‘dependency syndrome’ affects the residents of
these sites (Abdi, 2005; Boesen, 1985). However, this has been con-
sidered an imaginary of the dominant class (Reid & Al Khalil, 2013).
The prolongation of residency in such sites is often frustrating and im-
plies high availability of time, which is sometimes occupied with sport.
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9.2 Limitations

This book does not exhaustively contemplate the topic at hand. Instead,
there are further relevant settings (i.e. schools and playgrounds) and
variables (i.e. religion and gender) that have not been considered.

The inclusion of other settings in the realms of organised and par-
ticularly of informal sport would broaden and complement the ex-
amination of this multifaceted phenomenon. Additionally, including
further case studies from outside Germany and Europe would re-
inforce the description of the ‘refugee crisis” as a worldwide issue and
would meet the international ambitions of this research. It must be
stressed, however, that a research programme can always be expanded
but it is also limited in resources and undergoes a process of satura-
tion, which diminishes the added value of additive research. Moreover,
as the ‘refugee crisis’ is a transnational (Agergaard, 2018) phenom-
enon, part of the research carried out in this book exceeds the national
borders within which it was carried out.

Examining the intersections (Collins & Bilge, 2020) that emerge
from having a refugee background and other systems of inequality is
likely to generate a better understanding about the topic at hand.
Collins and Bilge (2020, p. 14) define ‘intersectionality’ as the in-
vestigation of ‘how intersecting power relations influence social rela-
tions across diverse societies as well as individual experiences in
everyday life’. While the focus of the projects lied on the implications
of forced migration, considering other categories such as race, class,
gender, sexuality, religion, nation, ability, ethnicity, and age as being
interrelated and mutually influence one another has the potential of
creating knowledge about specific forms of discrimination and their
unique dynamics and effects. This said, incorporating additional
complex levels of analysis to this already intricate research might also
have limited the generation of results and their significance.

Further issues have influenced the research carried out. Despite the
important implications of a radical constructivist position (Fox, 2001;
Phillips, 1995; Von Glasersfeld, 1995), meta-theoretical questions re-
lated to ontology and epistemology will be ignored in this section.
Nevertheless and importantly, systems theory considers researchers to
be second-order observers, who, through selected distinctions, can
shed light on the blind spots of other observations but not on their
own ones (Luhmann, 1997). That having been said, this section self-
critically reflects on the general issues related to the methodological
and practical limitations of this research.
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9.2.1 Methodological aspects

Regardless of the strengths and weaknesses of the methods applied in
the individual projects, three main overarching methodological issues
influenced this research.

First, all four projects relied on qualitative and interpretative methods
(Lloyd, 2000) and analysed data collected through documents, inter-
views, participant observations, and fieldwork. The methodology
chapter considers the limitations of these individual methods. According
to Bradley (1993), four main factors influence qualitative research in
general: (1) the researcher’s (subjective) interpretation; (2) the pre-
defining effects of the design of the research; (3) the impossibility of
understanding the experiences of others; and (4) the intrinsic problem of
trustworthiness. However, quantitative research also has inherent lim-
itations (Ochieng, 2009), and using qualitative methods is thus not a
weakness per se. Importantly, there was sometimes no alternative to
the approaches implemented, as further argued below. Nevertheless, the
use of questionnaires or other quantitative instruments would have been
a way to diversify the empirical data and open the possibility to apply a
mixed-methods design (Creswell & Creswell, 2017).

A second limitation of the research underlying the habilitation is the
consideration of refugees’ perspectives, which is the focus of only one
of the four projects. Giving refugees a voice is a challenging, ethically
loaded, romanticised, and sometimes unreachable goal within refugee
studies (Ghorashi, 2008; Pittaway, Bartolomei, & Hugman, 2010;
Sukarieh & Tannock, 2013). Researchers who aim to capture the
voices of refugees must reflect on the main reasons why this could be
difficult (Pittaway et al., 2010). As a vulnerable group, refugees may
avoid answering certain questions (Hartley et al., 2017, p. 1192),
particularly if they are in the process of migrating, have newly mi-
grated, have a complicated juridical position or risk being repatriated.
Moreover, being asked deeply personal questions may be a source of
stress and may even re-traumatise the refugee or remind the refugee of
his or her status determination process (C. Hardy, 2003). For these
and other reasons, directly accessing refugees as a source of informa-
tion is possible and ethically sustainable only after establishing direct
contact with them based on trust and friendship. Sport has been part
of the project’s setting, in which such relationships evolved. Finally,
Spaaij et al. (2019) note that research on forced migration and sport
would profit from a decolonisation process. Most scientific work on
this topic has to date been carried out by European researchers, who
align themselves ‘with the policy priority of sport as a means for
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promoting the integration’ (Spaaij et al., 2019, p. 14). Agreeing with
the critical discourse on integration in/through sport (Schinkel, 2018),
this book voluntarily shifts attention to other topics. Moreover, part
of this research focused on the struggles of refugees and was docu-
mented based on their own words and developed with their coopera-
tion. Nevertheless, this research, as well as all ‘official’ scientific work
performed on this topic to date, far from genuinely applies the pro-
posals of the decolonisation movement to research (Land, 2015; Smith
Tuhiwai, 1999; Tuck & Yang, 2012). While some of these suggestions
are rooted in the indigenous rights movement and cannot be fully
applied to displaced persons, the implementation of practices such as
supporting refugee agendas, understanding different perspectives, and
applying principles of cultural protocols, ethics, co-design, and the
dissemination of findings are possible. In the author’s opinion, invol-
ving refugees in research on forced migration may be the key to de-
colonising this topic.

Third, the author played a central role in the data collection process
and analysis. Despite careful methodological reflection and interaction
with colleagues, his belief system may have influenced the research
process. From an epistemological standpoint, the understanding
(Gadamer, 1960/2004), or rather the scientific knowledge developed
within a work process, needs to be considered against the researcher’s
social and personal contexts as well. The ‘refugee crisis’ was a con-
temporary and heated topic when this research was carried out and the
author approached it with a pre-understanding (Gadamer, 1960/2004).
This indicates an intentional structure of feelings and thoughts, which
includes emotions, knowledge, political views, training, and experience
(Nystrom & Dahlberg, 2001; Whannel, 2013). The hermeneutic circle
(Packer & Addison, 1989) refers not only to the co-development of
understanding and pre-understanding, but also to the awareness of their
interaction and its effect on understanding. As this process is subjective
and potentially boundless, some of the insights of this research may
reflect a present but transitory state of this hermeneutic circle.

9.2.2 Practical aspects

The research presented in this book was mostly carried out without or
with very little funding. Despite having applied for numerous grants
and funds, the external financing raised was insufficient to conduct the
four projects presented above to their fullest potential. Moreover,
certain external obstacles and importantly the COVID-19 pandemic
hampered the further development of parts of the projects. Further
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research-related meetings of the project Forced Migration and Elite
Sport were cancelled. The Syrian water polo team should have offi-
cially participated in a water polo tournament for the first time since
the outbreak of the civil war, which was scheduled for March 2020 at
the FINA Games in Tunis. In the context of the project Physical
Activity in Refugee Sites, a second ethnographic study was planned at
the refugee sites of Niamey in August 2020. The pandemic and the
escalating violence in the Sahel zone suspended this follow-up. Similar
reasons prevented research at other refugee sites.

Other impediments were of a legal nature. As a post-doc conducting
research on a migration-related topic at an international university, it
is evident that the author’s work may have implied travelling.
However, more than one trip to the so-called G-35-Area (which mainly
coincide with Africa, South America, Australia, and South Asia) were
denied due to TU Dortmund’s current restrictive regulations on work-
related travel. That is, authorising university employees to travel to
this extended Southern Hemisphere is expensive and extremely pro-
blematic for the heads of faculties with regard to legal and insurance-
related aspects.

Besides feelings of frustration of being deterred in carrying out re-
search activities, the universities’ dilemma is understandable. On the one
hand, they have to protect themselves and their workers. On the other,
they have to stage themselves as international players of the global
academic arena. Indubitably, the tragic murder of Giulio Regeni in 2016
during his PhD research in Cairo (Pyper, 2016) is something that should
never have happened nor should it ever happen again. Nonetheless,
while respecting security standards, on-site research on current and re-
levant social phenomena should be encouraged and not hampered by
outdated organisational guidelines.

9.3 Future perspectives

Starting from the critical reflection presented above, this book concludes
with the identification of research gaps, the formulation of a future
scientific agenda, and, finally, an appeal to the scientific community.

9.3.1 Research gaps

Considering the work carried out within the context of the broader
state of research on the topic forced migration and sport, three main
research gaps emerged.



Conclusion 89

First, international and cooperative projects are rare and lack a
sociological perspective. The research landscape is fragmented in a
multitude of small-scale studies. While this fragmentation has the
advantage of creating a variegated and independent picture of dif-
ferent facets of the topic, broad and coordinated efforts would gen-
erate an optimisation of the research processes, particularly the
comparative potential, which is not fully reachable by contrasting
the results of the individual projects a posteriori. For this reason, the
development of broader and more ambitious research projects is
warmly encouraged.

Second, future research should be decolonised and carried out by or
in cooperation with scientific staff with a refugee background. In the
short term, refugees should be involved in the ongoing research pro-
cesses, not only as data sources but also to provide their analysis
and interpretation as co-researchers. In the medium term, refugees
themselves should lead and carry out research on forced migration.
Obviously, a refugee background often implies a situation of socio-
economic inequality, which constitutes a barrier to an academic career
(Potter & Roksa, 2013). For this reason, their involvement in academic
research is unlikely to occur spontaneously. Instead, it would require
the creation of solid support programmes to restore equity and pos-
sibilities for refugees to use education as a pathway towards social
mobility. Moreover, this requires systemic and personal initiatives
within the university system to foster talented students with a refugee
background in pursuing higher academic qualifications. Despite many
obstacles, hiring researchers with a refugee background to carry out
scientific work on the phenomenon of forced migration would be a
fruitful way to decolonise research in this area.

Third, existing systematic review analyses (Michelini, 2020b;
Middleton et al., 2020; Spaaij et al., 2019) highlight that existing re-
search focuses on only a few selected topics, namely that of health
promotion, integration and social inclusion, and barriers and facil-
itators to participation in sport and physical activity. One of the
strengths of this book is that it considers additional topics such as
refugee sites and refugee athletes. A further broadening of the foci
would diversify and deepen the status of research. Moreover, a selec-
tion bias intrinsically affects research on forced migration and sport,
because the main methods of data collection and the recruitment of
participants is conducted by sport organisations and involve refugees
who are active in sport. By contrast, information on refugees who are
not active in sport or who have dropped out is almost completely
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lacking. Nevertheless, it would be important to enrich the scientific
discourse on inequality in sport by exploring exclusion mechanisms
specific to refugees. As regards the present research programme, par-
ticularly the potential of parts of the projects, was not fully realised.
Amongst other topics, the following section explains ways to develop
these further.

9.3.2 Future scientific agenda

Suggestions for future research have been included in the literature
analysis chapter and emerge from the gaps discussed above. This section
proposes further concrete developments of the projects Physical Activity
in Refugee Sites and Forced Migration and Elite Sport.

The research carried out for the project Physical Activity in Refugee
Sites is particularly relevant because these settings have played and
continue to play a crucial role for managing the ‘refugee crisis’ in Europe
as well as in other continents that generate or receive masses of force-
fully displaced persons. Moreover, sport programmes are often used as a
tool for social development in refugee sites (Ha & Lyras, 2013, p. 132).
As discussed in the state of research chapter, Sport for Development and
Peace is a well-developed scientific programme for sport in refugee sites,
but is of an applied nature (Beutler, 2008; Darnell, 2012; Giulianotti,
2011; Ha & Lyras, 2013; Kidd, 2013). By describing and analysing sport
activities in refugee sites without evaluative or educative purposes, the
project Physical Activity in Refugee Sites explores a mostly ignored topic
under sociological aspects (Waardenburg et al., 2018).

When this book was written, the author’s scientific work (Michelini,
2018, 2020a, 2020-Submitted) was the only academic research that fo-
cused on elite-level athletes with a refugee background, whose selected
stories were anecdotally reported by the media or contained in auto-
biographies (Farah, 2013; Lomong & Tabb, 2012; Mardini, 2018). The
research carried out within the scope of the project Forced Migration and
Elite Sport sheds light on some psychosocial phenomena that need to be
further considered by including additional groups of elite and super-elite
refugee athletes and sport disciplines (L. Hardy et al., 2017). Besides
contrasting migrant groups, further research would ideally also compare
refugees’ career paths in other fields beyond sport, for example in music,
art, and other fields (Dany, Mallon, & Arthur, 2003; John et al., 2019).
As time plays a crucial role in this regard, longitudinal studies could
generate additional information by following the developments of re-
fugee athletes’ sport careers over a longer period.
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9.3.3 Call to the scientific community

This book ends with an appeal to the scientific community, in general,
and to sport sociologists, in particular, to contribute to the con-
tinuation of the intensive and productive work on the topic forced
migration and sport that has been carried out in recent years. The
motivation underlying this call is the recent occurrences, which despite
seemingly unrelated to the ‘refugee crisis’ at first glance may influence
its future development and legacy.

First, social inequality is (still) prevalent and rife (Evans et al.,
2020). The so-called George Floyd protests* in 2020 were a catalyst for
worldwide protests, resistance, and activism. The ‘Black Lives Matter’
(BLM) anti-racism movement, in particular, has given rise to discus-
sions and debates on economic and health inequalities, freedom and
politics, and ‘has given new impetus to moral panics surrounding
migration and what is often been described as the “migrant crisis” in
Europe and North America’ (Evans et al., 2020, p. 289). Refugees,
particularly those in the process of migrating, living illegally in a
foreign country, trapped between borders, imprisoned in detention
centres or residing in refugee sites are very vulnerable to discrimina-
tion, harassment, and violence (Freedman, 2016). While this fact is
widely documented by the media and independent agencies, it is highly
plausible that this reporting points to the visible peak of a huge,
submerged iceberg. Following resettlement and the legalisation of their
status, refugees face substantially more discrimination than other mi-
grant groups (Celebi, Verkuyten, & Bagci, 2017).

Second, the ‘refugee crisis’ was a leading popular, political, and sci-
entific issue between 2015 and 2018, which has frequently been discussed
in relation to sport (Evans, Blackwell, et al., 2020; Michelini, Bortoletto,
& Porrovecchio, 2021; Nauright, Zipp, & Kim, 2020). At the beginning
of 2020, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic magnetised societal
attention and ‘miraculously’ concluded (the social perception of) the
‘refugee crisis’ (Bortoletto et al., 2021). Obviously, the ‘migration crisis’
did not simply disappear with the outbreak of the coronavirus. Current
developments related or unrelated to the ‘coronavirus crisis’ suggest that
the phenomenon of forced migration will continue to play an important
societal role. Indeed, limitations to movement considered necessary to
manage the virus make it difficult for migrants and asylum seekers to
access protection, and may further exacerbate inequality, discrimina-
tion, and exploitation (Chugh, 2020).° Moreover, it has already been
acknowledged that sport could play a special role for displaced com-
munities during the pandemic (UNHCR, 2020a).
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For these reasons and with the hope that scientific work may resonate
on policymaking and opinion-formation processes (Black, 2001;
Holmes & Castaneda, 2016), it is important for the sport sociological
community to continue to contribute through its work to keep the at-
tention high on the dramatic situation of refugees all over the world.
Many critical analyses of the ‘refugee crisis’ mentioned in this text
invoke social responsibility. As Foucault (1990) and other critical so-
ciologists (Escobar, 1984) mused over other topics, this book stresses the
importance of solving the contradictions embedded in the modern po-
litical order, which produces refugees (Agamben, 1998). A transfor-
mation of the refugee system is urgently needed (Betts, 2013, 2011; Betts
& Collier, 2017). Specific to the field of sport, many good and bad
practices have been identified in this research. This, notwithstanding, the
dark side of sport is concealed in the mass media, social and political
discourses. Often, the consideration of sport as a social panacea is built
upon a ‘magical thinking’ (Hoberman, 2011, p. 18), which needs to be
further deconstructed. The sport sociological community can contribute
to creating a more honest and objective consideration of sport’s role in
the context of refugee help. Paraphrasing a widely cited quotation of
Foucault in a debate with Chomsky (1971): “The real task of sport so-
ciology is to criticize the apparently neutral and independent role of
sport in such a manner that the political violence obscurely exercised
through it will be unmasked’ (Michelini, 2021a, p. 276).

Notes

1 The following section builds on the theoretical explanation of the me-
chanisms beyond social change, crisis, time, the sport system, and space
contained in the chapter on the theoretical framework.

2 See the definition of the main terms.

‘Doing gender’ is a term coined by West and Zimmerman (West &

Zimmerman, 1987) in their homonymous article. It indicates the idea that

gender is not an innate quality of individuals and instead is ‘a routine,

methodical, and recurring accomplishment’ (West & Zimmerman, 1987,

p- 126). Similarly, ‘refugee’ is a label that creates expectations and obliga-

tions, which constitute a rigid accountability structure. On this basis, re-

fugees are judged and judge themselves in terms of ‘good/bad’, ‘successful/
unsuccessful’, ‘included/excluded’.

4 This series of protests and unrest against brutality and racism in policing
began in the United States in Minneapolis in response to the death of
George Floyd, after police officer Derek Chauvin knelt on Floyd’s neck for
over nine minutes during his arrest on 26 May 2020 (Barbot, 2020).

5 At the same time, ‘fake news’ about a lack of workforce in Europe caused by
the pandemic has created new migration movements from Africa (Economist,
2020).
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