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THEMATIC ARTICLES: MIGRATION AND XENOPHOBIA 

 

Xenophobia: Natural Fact or Social Construction? 
 
 

Ioan BIRIȘ 
 
 

Abstract. Social and human sciences often study "objects" (population, gender, classes, 
groups, etc.) that are both natural and social. The same "object" is sometimes studied 
statistically (by sociology, demography, economics, social psychology), sometimes as "natural 
reality" (by life sciences, biology, ecology, genetics). In this situation, we also find the 
phenomenon of xenophobia. Our study is on the concept of xenophobia. Is this a natural fact 
or is it a social construct? It is obvious that, depending on the response, very different policies 
can be imagined. In recent decades, we have witnessed numerous social investigations 
focused on "denaturalization" of the social phenomena and realities. Are such steps 
scientifically justified? Many studies of xenophobia over the last few years have shown that 
xenophobia is a social construct. In our opinion, this perspective is wrong. Xenophobia, 
understood as a feeling of fear for foreigners, expresses a natural "psychological state", a 
natural fact. There are, of course, "social construction" operations, but "construction" refers 
to the ideas and images of "natural fact", not to replace that "fact". Beyond the idea that the 
expression "social construction" is an obscure one, we have to ask ourselves, as Ian Hacking 
says, is the social construction of what? We can "build" various classifications and labels, even 
in situations where the referent does not exist. But can such an approach be called scientific? 
No, because by the constructive approach we are moving away from reality. We build images, 
ideas, but not individuals! However, in the study of xenophobia, as in so many other cases, 
research should come closer to "xenophobic individuals", to their lived reality. To test the 
xenophobic images, we will try to apply for this concept of xenophobia the three criteria 
(blockages) proposed by Ian Hacking in the critical analysis of social constructivism: a) 
contingency; b) nominalism; c) stability. The advocates of social constructivism support the 
thesis of contingency. According to this thesis, the xenophobia is it a contingent 
phenomenon, it may or may not be. If we adopt a critical attitude, we can require 
constructionists to show us an "alternative development", that is, one without xenophobia. 
But since we have accepted, by definition, that people always have a certain "fear of the 
unknown", "fear of foreigners", the phenomenon of xenophobia is a necessary, not 
contingent one.  
 Constructivists claim that scientific facts are "social constructions". In other words, 
certain statements made by us become "facts". Critical attitude, however, requires us to 
make it very clear that the statements do not become facts but are statements about the 
facts. Constructivism can undermine the nominalism. But in this case, the ontology of 
xenophobia, instead of being descriptive, will be prescriptive.  For constructionists, the 
explanation of the stability of scientific theories and beliefs is due, at least in part, to external 
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social factors to the scientific research itself. This would also apply to the scientific study of 
xenophobia. This argument can be contradicted by the thesis that the stability of the 
explanation is internal to science, being assured precisely by the persistence of the natural 
fact. 
 
Keywords: xenophobia; social construction; natural fact 

 

Is the xenophobia a natural fact or a social construction? Here is a question 

whose debate can provoke "pro" and "counter" views. But, what is more important, 

the debate can help us understand more clearly what it is the phenomenon of 

xenophobia and which is his nature. 

 
1. Skids in social constructionism 

 

For many scholars, the scientific knowledge necessarily calls for constructs. 

The commitment to the social constructionism is indispensable for any scientific 

research, says Darin Weinberg1, because science cannot works without "constructs". 

It is true that, at his time, Kant drew attention to the need for an intermediate term 

between the concept and the empirical phenomenon, of an intermediate 

representation that he calls a "transcendental schema"2. And this method belongs 

to the constructionist methodology: 

 

 sensitive intuition ------- transcendental schema --------- concept. 

 

From a philosophical point of view, the method of Kant is successfully 

continued especially in Peirce's semiotics, for which the signs are "mediators" 

between the actual object and the interpretive subject, but also in Wittgenstein's 

theory about the operations with signs (Zeichenhandeln)3. 

Regarding social sciences, the idea of social constructionism is found at the 

founders of sociology at Durkheim, Marx and Weber4. Although Émile Durkheim 

professed a positivist methodology of social "things", he admits, for example, that 

classification systems in a society reflect the social organization of that society, which 

 
1 Darin Weinberg, Social Constructionism, în vol. Bryan S. Turner (ed.), Social Theory, 

Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2009, p. 281. 
2 Immanuel Kant, Critica rațiunii pure, Editura Științifică, București, 1969, p. 171. 
3 Ioan Biriș, Conceptele științei, Editura Academiei Române, București, 2010, p. 33. 
4 Ioan Biriș, Filosofia și logica științelor sociale, Editura Academiei Române, București, 2014, 

p. 119. 
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is a "social construction". Then Karl Marx's theorizing of "false conscience" is clearly 

a constructionist approach. As in Max Weber's case, his ideas about significance, 

values, and ideal types are constructionist. 

Today, the social constructionism finds its resources especially in symbolic 

interactionism and in postmodern orientations, for which the social world is just an 

"interpretation". The classical work on the assumption of social constructionism is 

considered the book of Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann5, The Social 

Construction of Reality (1966). For these authors and for their disciples, "reality is 

built socially". What reality? Including the natural one? For supporters of radical 

constructionism, the answer is affirmative, the whole reality is socially built, because 

any "real fact", whether natural or social, is interpreted by humans and is "built". 

To exemplify the radical constructionism we will refer to two very well-

known works only, one for physical reality and the other for biological reality. 

In the first case, is about Andrew Pickering's book6, Constructing Quarks. It's 

a book - as Ian Hacking7 thinks - that presents a systematic effort to the social 

construction of quarks. The Pickering's opinion is as follows. "The view taken here is 

that the reality of quarks was the upshot of particle physicists' practice, and not the 

reverse: hence the title of the book, Constructing Quarks"8. For this author the 

quarks are rather theoretical entities, theoretical constructs, not a natural reality. 

The researcher's activity, his construction is at the forefront, not the phenomena of 

reality. "In this book, the view will be that agency belongs to actors not phenomena: 

scientists make their own history, they are not the passive mouthpieces of nature"9. 

For the biological reality we will recall the famous book by Simone de 

Beauvoir, Le Deuxième Sexe. In this book we find the famous phrase: "On ne naît pas 

femme, on le devient". According to the author, "the terms masculine and feminine 

are used symetrically only as a matter of form, as on legal papers"10. In this line of 

 
5 Peter L. Berger, Thomas Luckmann, Construirea socială a realității, Editura Univers, 

București, 1999. 
6 Andrew Pickering, Constructing Quarks, The University of Chicago Press, 1984. 
7 Ian Hacking, Entre science et réalité. La construction sociale de quoi?, Éditions La 

Découverte, Paris, 2008, p. 51. 
8 Andrew Pickering, Constructing Quarks, p. X. 
9 Ibidem, p. 8. 
10 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, Jonathan Cape Thirty Bedford Square London, 1956, 

p. 15. 
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theorization, the "gender" becomes a border criterion11 between natural sciences 

and social sciences. If the "woman" is not a natural product - as Simone de Beauvoir 

argues - but a product of civilization, then a denaturalization of the sex 

determinations becomes obligatory. That is biological sex is socially built. Is the male 

body and the female body not a biological fact one? For radical constructivism the 

answer is negative, the gender being a social construction. 

Between the characteristics of radical constructionism we can thus retain a 

generalized antirealism (with sliding to solipsism), the determined rejection of 

naturalism, a radical contextual approach and a universal symbolic causality. For 

some supporters of this orientation, authentic reality is not what is revealed by 

scientific theories, but that presented equally by personal conceptions and different 

ideologies12. Thus, it is considered that the traditional theory of correspondence-

truth should be replaced by the functional adequacy relationship13. 

This modality of radical constructionism is also adopted by some authors 

who deal with xenophobia, racism or ethnicity, etc., in these years, and argue that 

such phenomena are produced and reproduced discursively, that they are nothing 

more than social constructs. "As it is one of our key assumptions that racism, 

ethnicism and antisemitism are – to a large extent – produced and reproduced 

discursively... "14.  

Once produced, these constructs are then used for identification and self-

identification, for political and social battles, etc. "On the one hand, racist opinions 

and beliefs are produced and reproduced by means of discourse; on the other hand, 

through discourse, discriminatory exclusionary practices are prepared, promulgated, 

and legitimisated"15. We can ask, of course, if things are so. Are such social 

phenomena constructs only? There is no doubt that the scientific researcher builds 

various images, ideas or models for the phenomena studied. But is it "built" and the 

phenomenon itself? Are quarks in physics just a construct as some authors claim? 

 
11 See also Riccardo Fanciullaci et Stefania Ferrando, Le Genre, în vol. Florence Hulak et 

Charles Girard (dir.), Philosophie des sciences humaines II. Méthodes et objets, Vrin, Paris, 

2018, p. 136. 
12 Paul Watzlawick (Hg.), Die erfundene Wirklichkeit. Wie wiessen, was wir zu wissen 

glauben? Beitrage zum Konstruktivismus, Piper Verlag, München/Zürich, 2010, p. 15. 
13 Ernst von Glasersfeld, Einführung in den radikalen Konstruktivismus, în vol. Paul 

Watzlawick (Hg.), Die erfundene Wirklichkeit, p. 20. 
14 Martin Reisigl and Ruth Wodak, Discourse and Discrimination. Rhetorics of racism and 

antisemitism, Routledge, London and NewYork, 2005, p. XI. 
15 Ibidem, p. 1. 
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Are genes in biology just a construct? Human races are just a construct of ideological 

discourse? Is xenophobia just a construct? There are authors who respond 

affirmatively to all these questions. 

Is true, the scientist builds images of the "objects" studied. Heinrich Hertz16, 

in his work on mechanics, Die Prinzipien der Mechanik in neuen Zusammenhange 

dargestellt (1894), argued that the sentences or the laws of mechanics are nothing 

more than "images" built on physical realities. But he drew the attention that these 

images must to fulfill three conditions: 1) the empirical condition, according to which 

the image must be correct (richtig), that is, correspond to reality (we have here the 

principle of truth-correspondence); 2) the logical condition, namely the requirement 

that the image be allowed (zulässig), not to contradict the principles of logic; 3) the 

pragmatic condition that claims the image to be appropriate (zweckmässig), be as 

simple as possible. Under the influence of Hertz, Ludwig Wittgenstein17, in his 

Tractatus, will also underline in sentence 2.1. that in the process of knowledge, we 

are making different images of facts (Wir machen uns Bilder der Tatsachen), but 

these images must be compared to the reality (2.223. Um zu erkennen, ob das Bild 

wahr oder falsch ist, müssen wir es mit der Wirklichkeit vergleichen). 

Are these requirements respected in support of social constructionism? No, 

as we have seen, neither physical facts nor biological facts is it considered to be a 

"natural fact", but a "social construct". In other words, the biological genre of 

humans is not a "natural fact", but a social construct. How do you get to this kind of 

support? In our opinion, the constructionism reaches at skids when it confuses the 

cognitive moment with normative moment, value moment. If we take into account 

the first condition set by Hertz, we will understand that the cognitive moment must 

prevail, that the central value must be the truth. The image we construct about 

gender must correspond to the natural biological fact. If this correspondence does 

not exist, it means that the built image is false. Respectively, in a scientific approach, 

information must subordinate its significance, seeking truth. In constructionism 

skids, things are in opposite, the interpretative significance becomes normative, 

subordinating its information. What can be more clearly seen in following the tables: 

 

 
16 Heinrich Hertz, Die Prinzipien der Mechanik in neuem Zusammenhange Dargestellt, Johan 

Ambrosius Barth (Arthur Meiner), Leipzig, 1894. 
17 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus logico-philosophicus. Logisch-philosophische Abhandlung, 

Suhrkamp Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 2003. 

 



 
Xenophobia: Natural Fact or Social Construction? 

JIMS - Volume 15, number 2, 2021 

 

7 
   

The table 1 
Normal Situation 

The Relation 

information - 

significance 

Cognitive moment/ 

normative moment 

Central value Type of research 

Information 

subordinate 

significance 

Cognitive moment Truth Scientific 

 
The table 2 

Constructionist skid situation 
The Relation 

information - 

significance 

Cognitive moment/ 

normative moment 

Central value Type of research 

Significance 

subordinate 

information 

Normative moment Interpretation Non-scientific 

 

2. The grade of engagement in constructionism. Applying Ian Hacking's criteria to the 

concept of xenophobia 

 
From what has been said so far, we must not deduce that the constructionist 

approach must necessarily be removed. In fact, that would be impossible. 

Knowledge always presupposes a constructionist side. But it's about building images, 

ideas, models, not referential "objects". Unfortunately, in social sciences, the direct 

and observable referential is missing in many cases. This is why sometimes nominal 

definitions predominate, where information about reality is not provided. In such 

cases, constructionist skids are easily reached. 

However, the concept of xenophobia is not nominally defined. Almost all 

dictionaries define xenophobia as "fear of foreigners" (from ancient Greek: xenos = 

foreigner, phobos = fear). So the referent of the concept is a natural reality, a natural 

fact, is the psychological feeling of fear for foreigners. What we can build is the 

images of this fear, but not the feeling of fear itself. In the Greek-Roman antiquity 

the fear of "barbarians" was known, in the Middle Age the fear of those who did not 

share in the same faith, and in the modern times fear of those of other ethnicity, the 

fear of migrants, etc. 

In recent years, especially the phenomenon of xenophobia towards migrants 
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has seen alarming growth in Europe. In a recent report18, Xenophobia, Radicalism, 

and Hate Crime in Europe, Annual Report, 2018, from which we select some data, 

one can observe: 

 

The table 3 
Migrant Phobia in Europe in 2014-2017 

The country The percentage 

Austria 32% 

UK 52% - 63% 

Hungary 62% - 82% 

Germany 28% - 71% 

Greece 55% - 72% 

Ireland 22% 

Spain 18% - 25% 

Italy 65% - 80% 

Netherlands 31% - 61% 

Poland 52% - 75% 

Slovakia 58% 

France 51% - 65% 

 

As we can see, increasing migratory flows in recent years have led to 

spectacular increases in phobic feelings towards migrants, with the highest levels 

being reported in Hungary, Germany, Greece, Italy and Poland. Are these occasional 

increases? Are they emerging from construction? "Populist radical right forces – is 

noted in this report19 – and first of all, parliamentary radical parties, have become 

political beneficiaries of the 2015-2017 migration crisis. These forces were able to 

significantly strengthen their positions in some countries, including Germany, 

Slovakia, Croatia, and Hungary; to achieve their stated political goals in Britain; and 

to come to power in Italy, Austria, and Poland".  

A supporter of universal constructionism, like Ernst von Glasersfeld, wants 

to convince us that constructionist orientation is what we need, that it goes beyond 

sociobiology and behaviorism, as well as all traditional theories based on the model 

of truth - correspondence. But what does constructionism place instead of 

correspondence and value of truth? It puts the functional adequacy relationship of 

 
18 Xenophobia, Radicalism, and Hate Crime in Europe, Annual Report, 2018. Institute for the 

Study of National Policy and Interethnic Relations; European International Tolerance Centre; 

Centre for Monitoring and Comparative Analysis of Intercultural Communications (Moscow 

Institute of Psychoanalysis); European Centre for Democracy Development. 
19 Ibidem, p. 5. 
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interpretive construction, thus opening the wide gates of subjectivity. With a 

persevering constructionism, can be achieved solipsism only. 

It is interesting to note how some authors confuse or fail to sufficiently 

distinguish the "natural fact" from "social construction". For example, in a recent 

paper, Ray Taras20 claims, on the one hand, that "Xenophobia is, literally, a fear of 

foreigners. Xenophobes are considered to be people who harbor negative attitudes 

towards foreigners, motivated specifically by a fear of them"21; and on the other 

hand considers, in the following Cornelius Castoriadis, that the system of 

interpretation is always the one that creates a world22. Thus, what is stated in the 

first part (that xenophobia, by definition, is "fear of foreigners", that is, it is natural 

fact) is denied in the second part, where it is to be understood that xenophobia is 

"interpretation", is a socially created world. 

We can agree that things are complicated. Respectively, if the "natural fact" 

requires the creation of certain images and ideas, it is equally true that the invention 

of "interpretations" can also influence the perception of natural facts. But the more 

we have to pay attention to what is "natural fact" and what is interpreting, "social 

construction." Nowadays, indeed, in Western Europe, xenophobia is almost 

synonymous - as Taras says - with anti-immigration, especially with the anti-

immigration of people who are not racially Caucasian or religiously Judeo-Christian. 

These immigrants are often presented (= social construction) as responsible for the 

deterioration of security conditions and the intensification of terrorism. As a result, 

in Western Europe, for example, "during the period 2001-2017, 74 international 

terrorist organizations (most of them Islamist), which fell under the Terrorism Act 

2000, were banned in Great Britain only"23. 

Undoubtedly, for the European society, xenophobia remains a very serious 

problem. It can be a root cause of all hate crime. In varying degrees of intensity it is 

present in all monitored countries. For example, for some countries, based on the 

data from Xenophobia, Radicalism, and Hate Crime in Europe, the Annual Report, 

2018, we are compiling the following table on the evolution of anti-Roma, anti-

Semitic and anti-Islamic feelings during 2014-2017: 

 

 
20 Ray Taras, Europe Old and New. Transnationalism, Belonging, Xenophobia, Rowaman & 

Litlefield Publishers, Inc., Lanham/Boulder/NewYork/Toronto/Plymouth, UK, 2009. 
21 Ibidem, p. 83. 
22 Ibidem, p. 7. 
23 Xenophobia, Radicalism, and Hate Crime in Europe, Annual Report, 2018, p. 6. 
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The table 4 
Dynamics Anti-Roma, Anti-Semitic and Anti-Islamic Sentiments (2014-2017) 

 Anti-Roma 

Sentiments 

Anti-Semitic 

Sentiments 

Anti-Islamic 

Sentiments 

UK 40-50% 8-10% 19-37% 

Hungary 60-70% 20-28% 72% (2016-2017) 

Germany 30-40% 5-9% 25-33% 

Greece 50-70% 50-68% 52-65% 

 

The dynamics of these feelings clearly show the evolution of the 

phenomenon of xenophobia in just two to three years. Although in Hungary, for 

example, the proportion of the Islamic population is below one percent, in one year 

the anti-Islamic sentiment reached 72%; and in Greece, although only 4,500 Jews live 

in a population of 10.5 million, anti-Semitic sentiment increases in three years by 

18%; in the UK, based on beliefs that Islam is a serious threat to the Western 

civilization, anti-Islamic sentiment increases by 18%. 

It is easy to understand that the position of the authorities, the propaganda 

and the media can influence the level of xenophobia in one or other historical 

context through their various constructions of images and discourse. But it should 

not be forgotten that among the causal or influence factors for the level of 

xenophobia the first fact is the perception24 of the people about the facts of 

foreigners, immigrants, etc. And this perception is the natural fact of "fear," is the 

natural fact of xenophobia. The problem arises when a significant proportion of 

immigrants begin to reject assimilation as a form of integration in the countries that 

have received them. "This has been happening since the end of the 20th century, 

when the process of globalization combinated with the process of national and 

religious revival of the Islamic world led to the emergence of a broad stratum of 

immigrants not ready to accept European standards"25. In the last years, more and 

more Muslim immigrants have refused the integration in European countries, 

preferring self-isolation and the ghetto. According to a study (Bloomberg, September 

2017), 22% of Muslims in Germany and France, 32% of those in the UK and 38% of 

those in Austria have no social contact with non-Muslims26 and the number is rising. 

Moreover, some immigrants are trying to change the identity of Europeans to match 

 
24 What admit also the authors of Report Xenophobia, Radicalism, and Hate Crime in Europe, 

Annual Report, 2018, p. 55. 
25 Xenophobia, Radicalism, and Hate Crime in Europe, Annual Report, 2018, p. 58. 
26 Ibidem, p. 59. 
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their traditions27. And these are not "social constructions", but "natural realities", 

they are natural facts which leading to the increase of xenophobia, the increase of 

hostilities and discrimination, as well as the increase of the influence of extremist 

groups. 

We want to emphasize, to the end of these considerations, a recent attempt 

to treat the phenomenon of xenophobia on a more naturalistic basis, namely on an 

anthropological basis of family structures, as Emmanuel Todd28 does in the book 

Who Is Charlie? (2015). Concerned about the anthropological study of family 

structures, the author highlights the combination of values of freedom, equality, 

inequality and authority in family patterns from countries like France, Germany, 

England and Russia. From the historical past, an authoritative and inequality 

mentality between parents and children, between generations, between man and 

woman, has been inherited in family structures. In the modern period, over this 

legacy lay a liberal and egalitarian doctrinal superstructure. In recent years, the 

author believes, the combination of egalitarianism and multiculturalism has proved 

to be a failure. The situation of value combinations in family structures in the 

countries mentioned above can be highlighted in the table below: 

 

The table 5 
 Freedom Equality Inequality Authority 

France + + - - 

Germany - - + + 

England + - + - 

Russia - + - + 

 

These combinations can influence the phenomenon of xenophobia 

differently, but it is clear that a combination such as the French resists as long as 

immigrants accept integration, assimilation. But when multiculturalism fails, 

egalitarianism will also fail, making xenophobia a place. The German combination 

cannot accept multiculturalism from the start, and if it is forced by public policy, a 

predictable reaction from traditional family structures is precisely the rise of 

xenophobia. In the English combination, the value of freedom can encourage 

multiculturalism, but when immigrants claim equality with the native population, the 

 
27 Ibidem, p. 61. 
28 Emmanuel Todd, Who is Charlie? Xenophobia and the New Middle Class, Polity Press, 

Malden/Cambridge, 2015 (The first version has published in French, Qui est Charlie? 

Sociologie d’une crise religieuse, Seuil, Paris, 2015). 
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local instinct of conservation will be triggered, facilitating the intensification of 

xenophobic feelings. In the traditional Russian combination, the equality in family 

structures is reduced to the parity between brothers, but in parent-child, masters-

subject relationships dominate the value of authority. Here, any attempt by 

immigrants to be "equal" to the natives will be met with profound resistance, fueling 

xenophobia. 

Under these circumstances, how can be the attitude of tolerance revitalized 

in Europe? How can xenophobia be reduced? Before imagining all kinds of programs 

and "constructions" in this respect, it is important to know more about the 

relationship natural reality, natural facts – constructs; respectively social 

constructions. As constructions leading to the growth of xenophobia can be 

developed, constructions can also be developed to influence the downward trend in 

xenophobia. But these constructions should not be confused with real states, with 

natural states. In this sense, we think we can help with Ian Hacking's book, The Social 

Construction of What? (1999). In order to establish an author's commitment to 

constructionism, Ian Hacking proposes to take into account three "blockage" points, 

in fact three criteria to measure this commitment29. These criteria are contingency, 

nominalism and stability of the explanation. 

 

2.1 Contingency 
 

The constructionists naturally defend the contingency thesis, because a 

construction can be replaced at any time with another, each construction being a 

convention. But in scientific knowledge it cannot be all contingency, on the contrary, 

some laws, equations, sizes, etc. are inevitable, are necessary. A typical follower of 

the thesis of contingency in the philosophy of science is Thomas Kuhn, for whom any 

revolution in science is contingent, has nothing inevitable. It is right, for the phases 

of "normal science," Kuhn admits that certain problems are inevitable. 

We have to recognize that there can often be reciprocal exclusions between 

what is "real" (natural or social) and what is "built". For example, most scholars 

consider schizophrenia to be an illness, a natural and "real" state (genetic, biological 

or neurological disorder), but there are some who claim that this illness is socially 

"built". The same is true for xenophobia. As we have shown, xenophobia is a natural, 

 
29 Ian Hacking, Entre science et réalité. La costruction sociale de quoi?, La Découverte, Paris, 

2008. 
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"real" feeling for many researchers, but for others it is a "construct". But we must 

always emphasize, the "construct" refers to the idea of xenophobia, to the image of 

xenophobia, not to the natural fact. For example, an association of militant Muslims, 

such as Comité contre l'islamophobie en France, defines Islamic phobia much 

broader than current legislation, including in the sphere of Islamic phobia all 

criticisms of Islam30. Naturally, on the basis of such a "construction", the 

phenomenon of Islamic phobia seems statistically much more extensive. 

Against contingency, it should be stressed that xenophobia is a natural 

phenomenon inevitable, which can easily be seen from the data presented on the 

reaction of European societies to the growth of the migration phenomenon in 2014-

2017. 

 

2.2 Nominalism 
 

Constructionists are also supporters of a certain form of nominalism. For 

constructionists, the different classifications of scientific research are not 

determined by "real" situations, but are "built" conventionally. That is, the facts are 

not "real", but appear as the consequences of our manners to represent our world. 

In this way, for constructionists, xenophobia is just the result of speeches, of 

"constructs" about discrimination, racism or ethnicity, etc. In other words, our 

statements, our "constructed" images are those that become "facts", which is 

according to a certain species of nominalism, as Hacking says. 

In this way things are overturned in their natural order. Instead of looking 

for the objective structure of the facts in reality, the constructionists offer us a 

conventional "construction". The constructionists forget that our statements, the 

images built do not become "facts", but these statements and images must be about 

the facts, they must correspond to the real facts. The feeling of fear for strangers is 

a natural "real" fact, not a derivation from a "built" speech, even if such speeches 

can also influence that feeling. 

 

2.3 Stability 
 

In general, scientists believe that science can progress because it has a 

certain internal stability, that different laws, equations and sizes are "stable" in time. 

 
30 Xenophobia, Radicalism, and Hate Crime in Europe, Annual Report, 2018, p. 91. 
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On the contrary, the constructionists claim that if there is a certain stability of the 

scientific explanation, it is due to external factors to the scientific contents. 

Constructionists emphasize the role of social factors, interests and other factors to 

explain scientific stability. Again things are overturned by natural order. The natural 

order tells us that the stability of the scientific explanation can only be based on the 

"stability" of the real fact being researched, being internal to science itself. 

If we can speak of a certain stability of the scientific explanation of 

xenophobia, this is due to the fact that the natural phenomenon of xenophobia itself 

has some "stability" in time, that it is present in all known historical epochs. 

Unfortunately, the constructionists, as we have hoped to have emerged quite clearly 

from the present lines, are not interested in the truth of the scientific statements, 

but in the images "constructed" by interpretative interests. 
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How Can Languages become Victims of Xenophobia? 

 
Irina POP  

 
 
Abstract. The scientific purpose of this study is a theoretical one: to propose a concept for a 
harmful phenomenon, xenophobia upon certain languages, a phenomenon that passes 
unnoticed, without a proper tool to see and to address it. As consequence, it will be a paper 
meant to coin and illustrate a concept on xenophobia upon certain languages and to focus 
on the xenophobia on the languages labeled in the public sphere as “the strange languages”. 
To construct the concept, it is to discriminate among the strangers’ languages and “strange 
languages”. (The notion of xenophobia is taken in its simplest meaning: phobia applied to 
strangers.) The very point of the paper is that certain languages are victims of xenophobia 
just because they are labeled as strange, connected with those people that are imagined 
strangers and marginal at the same time. (The word imagined is taken in the Benedict 
Anderson way.1The concept of xenophobia upon the languages is composed by I. the de facto 
xenophobia upon languages; and, II. by the xenophobia upon those language speakers. The 
concept, of de facto xenophobia upon languages, is coined in five major dimensions. Namely 
the: 1. socio-politically ignoring them as valuable means of communication or cultural 
expression; 2. de-valorizing and despising and stigmatizing some languages as languages of 
the immoral and dangerous strangers; 3. discouraging the targeted languages’ development; 
(by not considering those languages’ use in administration, in the justice system, in education 
even in the healthcare system, and neither is the country’s culture, religious life, or social 
life); 4. forbidding them normatively – in law, an explicit and public executive decision or on 
another legal formula; 5. denying the existence of the elements of xenophobia in these 
languages. The socio-cultural purposes of the article are to contribute to the xenophobia 
identification in the socio-cultural life where it is unnoticed yet and, mainly, to face it. 
 
Keywords: strange languages, foreign languages, and xenophobia toward certain languages   

 

Introduction 

The question that this paper is trying to answer is: How could we notice 

phenomena as xenophobia upon certain languages, a phenomenon that produces 

xenophobic effects and nurtures the spiral of xenophobia? How could it be 

 
1 B. Anderson,  (1991): Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism, [consulted version Comunități imaginate: Reflecții asupra originii și răspândirii 
nationalismului, versiune în limba română Roxana Oltean și Ioana Potrache, Bucuresti, 
Editura Integral]. 
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conceptualized and faced? The universe of the study is concomitantly theoretical – 

and, in this respect, it addressed the philosophical literature and its communication 

- and empirical. The empirical part it is focusing on the situation of the Romani 

language in Europe and specifically in Romania, in history, and nowadays. 

Nevertheless, in many parts of the paper, it is trying to overpass the borders and to 

compare the condition of Romani with other languages or with the languages 

directly related to Romani, languages spoken outside of Europe. 

The purposes of the study are mainly theoretical: to propose a concept for a 

harmful phenomenon, xenophobia upon certain languages, a phenomenon that 

passed unnoticed, and continued to remain unnoticed without a proper tool to see 

and to address it; to raise the question of how the xenophobia upon languages leads 

to the xenophobia of the languages’ speakers, and to try to hierarchize the forms of 

xenophobia upon languages. 

The methods used are those of the constructing of a concept, namely, 

attempts to construct a theory as a conception on the phenomena targeted; to 

double-checking any identified form of its manifestations by using the data of the 

empirical studies and personal experiences; and, finally, to propose a concept, as a 

concentrate of the conception, a definition.   

The resources, for the attempt to suggest a concept on xenophobia, are 

some ideas and discussions on xenophobia, philosophically, politically, and legally 

explored; some knowledge upon the linguistic and social condition of the Romani 

language across Europe, issued by prestigious researchers in linguistic, socio-

linguistic, sociology, education, and Roma's anthropology; personal field research on 

how the Romani is seen by the Others2. 

The paper structure is composed of three parts. The first part is trying to 

clarify the main notions involved: strangers’ language, strange languages. It 

emphasizes the notion of the stranger, the notion which generates the very content 

of the notions as strangers’ language and strange languages. It operates with the 

notion strangers’ language is different from that the strange languages. The strange 

languages, as subcategories of strangers’ languages, constitute the notion that 

describes how the languages of the most marginalized peoples appear to us. Their 

languages are regularly xenophobically treated. 

 
2 The words involved in defining the basic relation We-Others in the society are written with 
a capital letter, just to indicate their role in establishing what becomes strange for, and in a 
concrete society. 
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In part two, the forms of xenophobia upon the strange languages are defined 

and detailed as contents and placed in a certain hierarchy as forms. 

In part three, it is open the question of whether the xenophobia upon the 

marginalized peoples determines the xenophobia upon their languages, or reversely, 

the xenophobia upon languages leads to the xenophobia toward the speakers of 

those languages.  

The estimated results of our demarche are a proposed definition of the 

phenomenon inventoried, namely the xenophobia upon certain languages; a 

description of its faces, and phases; and a view on its social functions and effects.  

The discussions that we left open are connected with two issues: 1) the 

universe of conception xenophobia upon the certain languages, how large it has to 

be; and 2) with the crossing point where the concept could discriminate between the 

reality and the forged, false and fanatic claims that xenophobia is arising and is 

destroying the accomplishments of the victims or even, innocent persons.  

The phenomenon of xenophobia upon certain languages is intricate with the 

xenophobia against the speakers of those languages. The question is,” Whether, or 

not the concept of xenophobia upon the languages should include the xenophobia 

against the speakers of those languages or, it is an independent and new 

phenomenon?”  

We opt for an inclusive vision. That is, we see xenophobia over certain 

languages as a phenomenon composed of de facto xenophobia over languages and 

xenophobia against speakers of those languages. 

 

 

A Concept of Xenophobia against the Languages: A Defining Attempt 

1. “Strange languages” and xenophobia: an inseparable relation 
1.1 A notion of the “strange language”: a proposal 

 

From Our point of view, “the strange languages” are those languages, 

spoken in Our proximity, but completely ignored and misjudged as ignorable by Us. 

Consequently, they are labeled, as poor, un-valuable, minor, and less than minor. In 

some cases, they are labeled as dangerous for Us.  Convinced (?!) by their malicious 

presence, We prepared their and their speakers’ oppressions. It can be said that, We 

have "imagined" these languages as perilous and that We are the ones who treat 

these languages as dangerous; that, their danger is the result of our projections.  

The most prominent feature of these languages is they are prone to be 
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victims of Our xenophobia. They are the languages of those who fear Us and whom 

We also fear. These are the languages spoken by those to whom We have developed 

phobias and despise.  

It is to be underlined, that “the strange languages” is a sub-category that 

exists only from Our point of view. It is an imagined (by Us) category.  (For their 

speakers, they are their identifiers, languages to which they attach total subjective 

value and total effectiveness.) 

The most common examples of “strange languages” in Europe are the 

Romani languages. These languages were historically many times victims of the 

political banning, of their speakers’ identification as criminal, spies and, professional 

traitors, the identifications that resulted in public executions.   

The roots of “the strange languages”’ rejections and xenophobia are in the 

traditional ways of treating them, in the political manipulations, in our limited 

interest (and, possibly in our limited ability?) to learn them, and in our political 

interest in easing our social competition.  

"Strange languages", as a formula derived from the formula "foreign 

languages/ strangers’ languages". The table before tries to indicate “the strange 

languages” rank in a general table of languages seen from the points of view of their 

social effectiveness and of the subjective values that We attach to them. 

 

Figure 1. The Languages Nature and Their Social Effectiveness and Subjective Value 
that We Attach to Them  

 NATURE OF THE 
LANGUAGES FOR 
US 

THE LARGER 
CATEGORIES OF 
LANGUAGES 

The sub-categories 
of languages  

The social 
effectiveness & 
the subjective 
value that We 
attached to it 

1 MOTHER 
TONGUE 

Mother tongue   Mother tongue as 
an official language 

Total 
effectiveness 
Total value 

  OTHERS Adoptive languages 
Language of our 
education, official 
language, or the 
majority language 

Major 
effectiveness  
Limited 
subjective value 

2 Foreign 
languages 
(STRANGERS’ 
LANGUAGES) 

Others’ languages 
(Others’ mother 
tongue) 
   
  

Languages of the 
larger groups that 
we do not learn 
Languages of the 
Other, that we 

No effectiveness  
Limited value 
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    learned a foreign 
language in 
education  
Minorities and 
regional languages 
per se unlearned by 
Us 
Minorities and 
regional languages  
that we acquired 
 
Strange languages, 
that We ignore  

Gradual 
effectiveness   
Gradual 
subjective value 
No effectiveness  
No value 
 
 
Gradual 
effectiveness  
Minor value 
 
No effectiveness  
No values 

3 Sacred languages Liturgical  Latin and Slavonic in 
Christianity 
Avestan in Classical 
Zoroastrianism 
Hebrew for Mosaics 
Arabic in Islamism   

Out of the 
subjective scaling 

 Secret and 
sophisticated 
languages  

Sanskrit 
Cabalistic 

Out of the 
subjective scaling 

4 Lingua franca Invented but failed 
Imposed via 
industrial and trade 
progress, culture, 
civilization, religion 

Esperanto, 
International 
English in the North 
Atlantic Space and 
Australia i.e. 
 

Major 
effectiveness 
Major value 
 

 

As it results from the table,  “the strange languages”  are only a sub-group 

of the minorities’ languages, the sub-group of languages with the lower rank. 

Concerning the "strangers' languages",  “the strange languages”  are again the 

languages of the lower status among the languages categories, and the languages of 

the group of the most deprived minorities.  

 “The strange languages” must not be confused with the languages that 

became victims of xenophobia because of their status of languages of the 

oppressors. (They got more features than being victims of xenophobia.) The 

xenophobia upon the languages of oppressors is rooted in the reality of oppression 

and it is a mobilizing factor for the rebellion to it.   

In Romania, the popular Romanian language frequently uses the question: 

“What do you not understand? Are you a Turk?" 
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The saying's meaning is profound. The language of the one who dominates 

you has no openness to understand you, to accept empathy for you. This sense 

creates space for a nuance of the concept of xenophobia in foreign languages, not 

strange languages.  

Again, the xenophobia upon the languages of those who dominate Us, is a 

different thing. It projects the revolt and mobilization against the oppressor over the 

language of domination. In ways that are not rational but emotional, the languages 

of domination create also hatred, phobias, rejections. 

The Russian being language of the dominant nation in the communist bloc 

has generated mass phobia. Like any language of the violent oppressor, it created a 

silent revolt and complex phobias. Being imposed as the first foreign language in any 

curriculum, even in independent states without roots or Slavic population (Hungary, 

Romania), it was associated with feelings that we cannot propel ourselves socially 

without this language, and the level of proficiency in Russian determine the chances 

of personal development. But with the feeling of conditioning the social rise of the 

Russian language, a stronger feeling was created that it should be bypassed as a 

language not only oppressive but downright concentrating space (prison space). The 

political motivation for imposing the language (that this is the language of peace and 

friendship between peoples) was - in Romania, at least - never believed or 

appropriated. It was hatred. The proof is that intellectuals who have studied Russian 

for 8 years in schools can barely read Russian. The phobia of language did not spread 

to the great Russian culture. Dostoevsky remained the great formative reading for 

the intellectuals of those times. 

Nobody dares to say: it is “strange language”.  

In brief, a "strange language" is a language that we hear frequently, but 

which we do not listen to, that we ignore! That we label as poor, un-valuable, 

contemptible. In some cases, we claim it is dangerous to Us and it must be chassed 

and extinct. 

 

1.2 Xenophobia against “the strange languages” in the insane societies 

 

In a society hit by xenophobia upon "the strange languages", the xenophobia 

bursts in degrees as those suggested in the Figure 2.  
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Figure 2. Languages Status and Xenophobia upon Them  

 
 

The social effects of xenophobia upon "the strange languages" are complex 

and dependent on society's wisdom. By focusing on the challenges that "the strange 

languages" brought to the sick societies, they miss all the possible benefits 

mentioned above and fuels new xenophobia against themselves.   

By contrary, in any sane – the sane being taken in the Fromm terms - society, 

the new languages are seen as new opportunities opened to develop trade relations; 

to benefits from the experiences treasured in the languages of new people and 

cultures; to embrace new perspectives in addressed old challenges.  (The 

sophisticate societies explicitly look after exotic languages – the languages’ orchids 

as they were seen in the ninetieth century - as ways to enlarge the access the 

humanity heritage.)    

Focusing on the challenges that "the strange languages" brought to the sick 

societies, they miss all the possible benefits mentioned above and fuels new 

xenophobia against themselves.   

The languages of a new majority unexpectedly imposed to the general 

society, to the marginal groups of the previous majority, and to the old generations 

too, generate and nurture xenophobia against the new dominant language.  

“The strange languages” are prone to be the first victims of Our worst 

xenophobia against certain languages. A vicious circle of xenophobia, upon “the 

Languages of the minorities with 
the lower social status: Highest rank 

of xenophobia upon languages

Languages of the highest political 
categories (the Oppressors. 

Colonisers), languages imposed to 
Us

Language/s of the majority hardly to 
be aquired by the low categories of 

minorities
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strange languages”, emerges in any traumatized society: their features of being 

strange – see above – sentences them of being xenophobically treated, and the 

xenophobia upon them adds new negative characteristics to these languages. Such 

a circle becomes a structural element in the xenophobia spiral that characterizes any 

traumatized society – sick society, as Fromm3 named them.   

Considering the spiral of xenophobia in a country, it is to see, that it is 

composed simultaneously by circles difficult to be broken, as elements that mutually 

nurture their developments.  

Our xenophobia calls their xenophobia; the xenophobia against people 

speakers of certain languages calls the xenophobia against their languages; Our 

expansion of the xenophobia against Them results in Their xenophobia against Us, 

i.e. That is, the victims of xenophobia develop responses to Our phobia and despise: 

their hates, phobias and despise.  That is why to impulse xenophobia in a vulnerable 

society is not a complicated job. Any extremist party succeed it now and succeeded 

in history. 

In the linguistic field, the victims of xenophobia due to their condition of 

dependence on the competencies in the country's languages, develop a wise 

approach. In contrast with Our linguistic phobias, which result in No attempts to pick 

up some formula in the targeted languages, the speakers of  “the strange languages”  

developed strategies of learning as well as they can, and as rapidly as possible Our 

languages. Unfortunately, their achievements do not reduce the xenophobia against 

them. Unfortunately, again, Our attempts to decrease xenophobia in society, do not 

automatically result in a competition of reducing it among all the social groups. The 

descending spiral is more complicated to understand and supported. (Sometimes it 

could be misinterpreted as an act of national betrayal to the Strangers, as it is already 

done among the Extremists European parties.)         

A new distinctive feature of xenophobia against "the strange languages" 

when we look to them as secret languages. From this point of view, “the strange 

languages” must be seen as secret and common languages. The distinction imposes 

to take into account new nuances in xenophobia, as the xenophobia against the 

secret languages. 

The xenophobia against the secret languages is intensively aggressive 

 
3 E. Fromm, (1955): The Sane Society https: //fromm -online.org/en/). Version consulted in 
the Romanian language Societatea bolnavă  în Fromm, Texte Alese, selection and 
interpretation by Nicolae Frigiou, București, Editura Politică, 1983.  
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because they are automatically interpreted as the languages of criminals and spies. 

It increases just because they are secret, and kept secret for the outsiders. 

Nevertheless, there are among the secret languages, the professional languages. 

There is their function in their social group to be used secretly and it is simply to see 

the reason behind the social norm. The market for services provided by the 

professions transmitted by secret languages is extremely narrow. To keep it in the 

benefice of the origin group, it is to keep the language of transmission in secrecy.   

In some cases, among the Roma peoples, the training in these languages is 

reserved exclusively for the "gifted" members of the group, those selected to be the 

group initiates. The motifs of secrecy are social: they are languages that transmit 

inter-generationally the professional secrets, the ways of earning their living.  They 

are the languages of the fortune-tellers, of the human healers or the animal healers, 

of those specialized in pharmaceutical virtues of some herbs, contains the thesaurus 

which conditions their professions, and, their earnings.  

There is also true, that the criminals developed their secret languages and 

that they know very well that their mastering ensures "professional" effectiveness. 

Their secrecy is dangerous. Because the thieves and criminal got also have their 

secret languages, all the secret languages are stigmatized and demonized as 

dangerous to Us. 

Fracoise Thom underlined a new feature of the secrete languages developed 

in the concentrating/prisons' space, in post-communist Russia. The secrete 

languages vocabulary invades the languages of the Russian new elites. Even 

President Putin used expressions with such roots4.For professor Thom, it is a sign of 

the social alliances between the new political elites and prisons’ elites. She did not 

suggest that the public xenophobia against the secrete languages decreased with 

such alliances.     

In Europe, regularly, the speakers of “the strange languages” are the 

multilingual marginals5*.  They speak fluently the languages of their life’s contexts, 

too. The features – largely unnoticed publicly – do not lead to "the strange 

languages" xenophobia decreasing. As common (non-secret) languages, the Romani 

 
4  F. Thom, (2018): Comprendre le poutinisme, Romanian version  Putin și putinismul by 
Adina Arvatu,  București, Editura Humanitas, 2020, p. 12. 
5 L. Pop, (2018): Marginal Multilingualism as the Roma People Identity, Publication in the 
journal JIMS (Journal of Identity and Migration Issues/ Oradea, Romania), http://www.e-
migration.ro/jims/Vol12. No1_2018. pp. 1-35. 
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languages and others similar with them, are open, even inviting to be learned by the 

outsiders and could not be, rationally, blamed as carriers of secrets and threats 

dangerous for Us. (Nevertheless, they are blamed. It is because irrational and 

emotional mechanisms imagine the languages that we do not know as dangerous 

and threatening.) As common (non-secret) languages, they are open, even inviting 

to be learned by the outsiders and could not be, rationally, blamed as carriers of 

secrets and threats dangerous for Us. (But they still are because irrational and 

emotional mechanisms imagine them as dangerous and threatening.) 

As common (non-secret) languages, “the strange languages” are doubly 

stigmatized.  Firstly, they are de-valorized and defamed, by Us, as the languages of 

the marginals and humble groups, of the groups that, in Our opinion, did not create 

universally significant and valuable cultures, knowledge, or wisdom. (The entire 

defamation’ process is deployed without a serious study of those cultures.)  Aceste 

limbi nu ar trebui ignorate tocmai pentru că nu știm ce experiențe și înțelepciune 

valoroase pentru omenire conțin ele.) Secondly, they are demonized as languages of 

the strangers that carry up perils to Us, Our possessions, and civilization. The 

strangers nearby Us embodied all the phobias related to Our fears – experienced or 

imagined toward – all the strange enemies that we meet in Our history and life. (The 

experiences with friendly people are obscured in the process.) In Our imagination, 

any strangers’ group is planning to destroy Us, directly or indirectly. In Our 

imagination, theirs plans of destroying Us are conceived, shared, and instructed 

using  “the strange languages". That is why politically their languages must be put 

out of the capacity to work. It is on this base, that some “strange languages” were 

culturally pushed into decline, by ignoring and despising ab initio their products; they 

were socially marginalized and blamed, by claiming that they did not accomplish 

written products and universally important works of art, of science, or wisdom. In 

some cases, based on the prejudice that “strange languages” are dangerous per se 

they were forbidden, in European history. It is on such a basis, that the use of 

strangers’ languages too became a crime. 

“The strange languages” are also xenophobically targeted as foreign 

languages, the language unfamiliar to us and creators in Our proximity of the skype-

sounds6 that We do not understand, and that afraid Us. They appear as the rapist of 

Our comfort at Our homes. They are associated – correctly or many times incorrectly 

 
6 It refers to a sounding milieu that just hearing it... makes Us feeling terrified.  (i.e. Allāhu 
ʾakbar!) 
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– with the terrorist attacks. 

2. Xenophobia against certain languages 
2.1 The nature of the xenophobia upon languages 

 

Instinctively and pragmatically the people look for the speakers of their 

language or the people speaking languages familiar to them. It is to get the comfort 

of being understood and to understand, to get assistance and security. Reversely, 

they avoid people speaking unfamiliar languages and sometimes misinterpret their 

intentions. The new sounds, their intensity, accents, body language, the intonation's 

style, the entire skype-sounds generate insecurity. The newly arrived non-speakers 

of the lingua loci get anxious too. They are afraid of the intentions and the possible 

reactions against them. 

An experience in Beijing of two Romanian tourists is illustrating the 

phenomenon. In the attempt to visit the Forbidden Palace, they bought the wrong 

tickets. When they arrived at the checkpoint for the tickets they were turned out. An 

explanation was done in Chinese and the gesture “Not for you!” did not appease 

them. On the contrary, they got anxious and trying to escape from the noisy crowd 

they perceived as hostile.  A lot of Chinese around competed to assist them and to 

immediately change the wrong tickets. Unfortunately, they did not understand the 

intentions and got more afraid. The voices of the voluntary helpers got strongest and 

strongest and their group enlarged, they explained – in Chinese – and gesticulated 

more and more. The panic of the two increased and disparately looking for someone 

able to speak a European language. It happened quite soon. At a moment, a group 

of Europeans arrived to visit the Palace and brought the security for the two. The 

group guide explained to them about the wrong tickets and the goodwill of the 

people around them.  

The example shows how unfamiliar languages stress us, and how the familiar 

ones provide comfort.     Psychologically, it explains why we joint happily the speakers 

of Our language or a language familiar to Us; and, practically, it proves how efficient 

is to manage in a familiar language.  

In their avoidance of unfamiliar languages, some people step outside of the 

tolerable reactions to something unfamiliar. They act against the unfamiliar 

language. They transform their unspecific emotions to unknown languages into fears 

and phobias and objectify such languages as “strange languages”. Even worse, they 

impose their attitude into a model of behavior. Further, they socially communicate 

– with political or other kinds of social support – their approach, triggering and 
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maintaining a spiral of xenophobia inside the larger process. Successfully 

communicating their attitude, they objectify the targeted languages as “strange 

languages”, languages designed to be xenophobically treated, in some spots. They 

also legitimate their hostile attitude toward certain languages and to their speakers 

in public discourses. 

In brief, it is to conclude that by nature, the xenophobia upon languages is 

emotional (not rational), and the acts that it inspires are beyond the tolerable limits 

that characterize civilized society. 

 
2.2 The dimensions of the xenophobia upon certain languages  
 

The xenophobic attitudes on  “the strange languages”  are about:  

1. ignoring – politically, socially, or individually - certain language’s very 

existence or, ignoring them as valuable means of communication and cultural 

expression of the Other peoples;  

2. de-valorizing and despising – in indirect attitudes and in public reference, 

reports - certain languages as primitive, undeveloped, poor or, even denning their 

quality of languages (labeling them as sub-dialects or as a kind of parlance associated 

with antisocial activity) and stigmatizing some languages as languages of the 

dangerous strangers;  

3. directly and indirectly discouraging the targeted languages’ development 

(not considering those languages’ official use in administration, in the justice system, 

in education even in the healthcare system, and not considering those languages’ 

use in the country’s culture, religious life), and letting room for them only in the 

family’s area, that is to transform them in the “kitchen languages” 

4. normatively forbidding the native speakers to use those languages into 

the public space (That is to condemn them into total extinction by cutting current 

use and by actively destroying their written memory, de facto “erasing”, in concrete 

political actions7, the social memory consigned in these languages.); 

 
7 In the Serbian Banat, the Romanian names written down (in Latin alphabet) on the cross in 
the cemeteries, were curved out and replaced with Serbianized ones, written down in the 
Cyrillic alphabet. In Transylvania, the Romanian names were translated into Hungarian 
according to an official Guide issued for the administrative bodies. (The case is 
interpretable. It can be seen as a xenophobic act – in a Hungarian historical policy of 
assimilation – where all the names are translated into the Hungarian language and 
pronounced according to the Hungarian phonetic. It can be seen simply as a Hungarian 
habit, free from political connotations.) 
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5. denying the existence of the elements of xenophobia upon these 

languages and public protests against “the tempers” of those that present factual 

arguments on this. 

 

Figure 3. Dimensions of the xenophobia on languages 

 
 

2.2 Detailing the contents of the five dimensions of xenophobia in certain 
languages 
2.2.1 On the social ignoring of the certain languages 

 

The element of politico-social ignoring in xenophobia against certain 

languages is referring to the social, political, and cultural attitudes of No noticing 

those languages' existence8 in Our proximity; to the lack of awareness that some 

groups of citizens speak among them specific languages. Indeed, among the general 

public, some languages’ sounds and words are factually unnamed and labeled as 

strange and out of Our interests. The names, area of speaking, their origins, history, 

 
The changing toponyms with the political dominant ethnicity’ language is also an 
interpretable case. 
8 In research done in 2016, among the students in different Universities in Oradea, a city 
where more than 5% of people speak Romani, only one single person recognized the 
Romany language in a text of 500 words.  L. Pop,  (2015): Students Perception on Rroma in 
Romania in “Central European Political Science Review”,  no.  61/2015. pp. 94-114 
www.ce.polity.hu 
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influence on other languages, or their major accomplishments are out of Our interest 

and unknown to Us. That happens even in the areas where these languages are 

practiced. The social ignorance of certain languages leads to take as natural their 

denying as valuable means of communication or cultural expression.  

The causes of  “the strange languages”  ignoring are the ”classical ones”. The 

first is No viewing their social utility. (In a deeper analysis it reveals to be the result 

of the established social practice and “social lessons” learned in Our societies.) The 

second seems to be No cultural movement to change such perception. Concretely, 

the observable causes are a) the practices of the native speakers to avoid their 

mother tongues in their interrelations with the Others; b) no substantial efforts to 

speak, teach or write on those languages’ existence to the public at large; c) No 

attempts to awake the interests to propose policies to dissipate the ignorance; d) 

and the very social attitude to encourage the speakers to hide their mother tongues.   

In brief, ignoring certain languages is to treat the targeted languages as non-

existent in Our “civilized public sphere” and, to admit their functioning only in the 

private life of their traditional speakers.  

The scientific interest of some scholars for such languages – when they are 

regarded as exotic phenomena and not as social facts of depriving – is no a 

counterargument to the social ignoring as the major phenomenon. Similarly, the 

genuine fact of languages dynamic, which involve some language-internal collapse 

caused by the speakers’ disappearance is not to be confused with the pressure for 

the social ignorance as a projected disappearance, when the speakers are active and 

the language plays groups functions. (See more in the article on the Romani 

languages xenophobia.)  

 

2.2.2 On the public de-valorization, discrediting and stigmatizing some languages  
 

The processes of de-valorization of certain languages consist in labeling 

them as undeveloped, poor, unable to express complex theories, ideas, concepts, 

feelings, emotions, abilities, competencies, and so on. The missing logic of such 

processes was unveiled in the XV century, when the excellent linguist Cristophoro 

Landino - expressing his support for the vernacular languages (Italian of Tuscany) and 

his rebellion against the arrogance of the scholars trained in the classic languages – 

Greek, Hebrew, and Latin – wrote: “There are not languages unable to host 

sophisticate ideas, there are only languages in which such sophistication is not used 

yet.”  
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The discrediting occurs in multiple forms, out of which, the following two are 

defining: 1) the spreading and the perpetuation of the idea that those languages are 

primitive and poor; and, 2) that they are languages un-useful for the speakers' social 

inclusion or their emancipatory process. 

What about stigmatizing process? A short incursion in the stigma’ 

deciphering – as it was done by its classical monographer, Erving Goffman, in his 

Stigma9  – shall mediate a fair understanding of the reality of stigmatization in certain 

languages. According to Goffman, people with a bad moral record are stigmatized, 

in an etymologic sense of the word, market with a sign. A stigma – a special sign on 

someone - is a sign of bad morally and an alert to Us to avoid stigmatized persons. It 

is also an alert to not touch stigmatized things because they are dangerous to Us.   

Who are the stigmatized persons and groups? The stigma is about the 

individual/s’ or groups’ condition, groups who are disqualified from full social 

acceptance because they are socially viewed as deviant, frightening, un-moral, or 

weak. Goffman discriminated among three types of stigma body abominations; 

blemishes of individual behaviors and stigma on certain racial, religious and ethnic 

groups. For our research interest, the stigma on some groups is to be detailed. 

Among the disqualified (from an equal social condition) groups, there are 

disaffiliated and limitedly accepted. They are the social deviants as “... the 

prostitutes, drug addicts, delinquents, criminals, jazz musicians, bohemians, gypsies, 

carnival workers, hobos, show people, full-time gamblers, beach dwellers, 

homosexuals, and the urban unrepentant poor”.10 In the continuity of Goffman 

considerations, it is to add that the stigma automatically applies to the roots and the 

accomplishments of stigmatized individuals or groups11, and firstly, to their 

language12 as part of group identity and its major accomplishment.  

The book does not analyze specifically the stigma on strangers as individuals 

or groups or on their languages. But the book spirit and its' logic let us add to the 

 
9 The Greeks, who were apparently strong on visual aids, originated the term stigma to refer 
to bodily signs designed to expose something unusual and bad about the moral status of the 
signifier. The signs were cut or burnt into the body and advertised that the bearer was a slave, 
a criminal, or a traitor — a blemished person, ritually polluted, to be avoided, especially in 
public places.” Goffman, (1963): Stigma, p.11. 
10 E. Goffman, (1963): Stigma, p.118. 
11 The artifacts, the cultural products, or social results of certain stigmatized groups become 
stigmatized too. 
12 Reversely, there are cases of the overrated some strangers’ languages with the 
consequence of self-stigmatization of Our mother tongue. 
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very idea of the stigma's meaning (disqualification from full social acceptance) some 

notes important in our research: 

a) the stigma is more simply applied to the strangers because they lack the 

strong institutions to defend them; because it is historically practiced and motivated; 

because it fills instantly the gap of Our ignorance on them with a familiar label; and 

because it disqualifies them in the social competition and it is easing Our progress;     

b) the stigma on the strangers' languages – as languages unknown to Us – is 

the first step in a process of disqualifying them in the social competition and in easing 

our progress;   

c) the process of stigmatizing the strangers’ languages ends up in labeling 

the strangers’ languages into “strange languages”; of the people similar to the social 

deviants.  

The stigmatization of certain languages as disqualification from social 

acceptance is associated with the social processes of defamation and discrediting. 

All the three results into systematic defamations materialized in the claims that the 

targeted languages are used only for criminal purposes by the anti-social groups of 

beggars, thieves, criminals, people in the prisons. (In a distorting confusion, the 

defamers claim that slangs as the Cant or other similar with it are identical with the 

Romani languages. The reality is that the mentioned slang is not connected to the 

Romani more than to the other languages. Sometimes, some slang is composed of 

common contributions of the Romani and Other languages. The Cant is a slang 

composed by words in the Romani and English; Rotwelsch is a slang that resulted in 

the same process but adding German words too.  

There are also slang apart from the Romani languages. Among the anti-social 

groups, there are argots that do not involve words in Romani at all; similarly, among 

the medical doctors, or scientists there are professional argots independent from 

Romani. That is why the Romani languages must not be confused with slang. Like any 

other language, it admits the sociolects, including the slang of the antisocial group; 

but the sociolects are different from the Romany languages.)  

Similarly, the targeted languages are xenophobically considered as 

languages of the spies, used by the spies against our security. There is no logic in the 

xenophobic construction. To learn about our vulnerabilities and about our secrets 

the strangers need to speak Our languages, not to practice a language which we see 

as an enemy; need to be multilingual and to access a secure channel of 

communication, not to parade a language upon We developed multiple suspicions.  
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In brief, slang is a general linguistic phenomenon, a general sociolect in a 

specific group. The slang of the anti-social group is also general. The very existence 

of slang is not much related to the Romani language than it is to any other language 

out the around 6 000 spoken on the Earth. 

 

2.2.3 On the public discouragement of certain language use and development 
 

The society at large, and political decisions' takers, directly and indirectly, 

discourage the targeted languages' development – they do not consider these 

languages' official use in administration, in the justice system, in education, in the 

healthcare system and do not consider these languages' use in the country's culture, 

religious life;  

Together, the stigmatization and discouraging of the targeted languages 

have multiple outcomes. On the first plan, the outcomes could be analyzed at the 

society as such, on these language fate, on their speakers' chances to develop their 

natural potential. At the socio-political level of the society, they get the "statute" of 

the non-existing languages or shadow languages. It affects the administrative, 

juridical, political, media, cultural, religious, educational space. In such conditions, 

they do not keep pace with the life in the mentioned areas and they become 

outdated out of the mutual interchange with other languages, out of the impulse to 

develop and pushed to implosions. Factually, step by step these languages become 

"kitchen languages". What happens, during the lives of the first two generations that 

face the conditions of letting out of the social use? (The alternative of the speakers 

is to move to more tolerant spaces.) The children that are native speakers of these 

languages are disadvantaged in the education system. They are those that fail, early 

abandon the school, and become the functional illiterate or functional interlopes, 

providing training and jobs for new generations of linguistically disadvantaged 

pupils. On the second plan, the analysis reveals that the social outcomes of the 

stigmatization and the discouraging of the languages considered strange model the 

general public mentalities and the related public policies. They generate the general 

public acceptance that these languages’ disdain and their humiliation are natural. 

The acceptance embraces forms as a) the general society doubting targeted 

language’s capabilities to provide regular support for a complex communication (the 

written and standardized communication); b) denying these languages structures 

and driven factors’ force to aggregate in one single and enduring language able to 

become the very umbrella of the Roma general political and cultural identity; c) 
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contestation of their capabilities to express interhuman abstract or symbolic 

communication; d) refusing to accept these languages potential to accomplish a 

cultural level able to offer universal meanings and values for the humanity as a 

whole. The public acceptance of the humiliation of these languages, leads to the 

targeted language collapses, even among the descendants of the native speakers. 

(to the language’s extinction.) The process is paradoxical, just because our 

civilizational age is the age of diversity, of the acknowledgment that diversity is the 

main source of creativity. It is also paradoxical because the political philosophy of 

our times and the policy orientation are toward the celebration of diversity. It is 

official, at least, in the EU. 

Conclusively, the forbiddance of the certain language means: 

a. a legal interdiction to use it in the public space. (It is materialized in law, executive 

order, or any other type of legal text; in the provision of the legal and gradual 

sanctions for the dis-obedience; and the nomination of the authorities to implement 

it);   

b. a specific policy to support legal instruments in achieving goals such as the 

disappearance of political concepts from the target languages, as well as, the erasure 

of written or oral memories of a political reality other than the current one); 

c. a public mentality against the minorities’ languages in general, and aggressively 

against the certain minorities’ “strange languages”. 

 
2.2.4 On the political forbiddance of certain language use in education and the public 
sphere 
 

The authorities forbid “the strange languages” used in the public space. The 

interdiction is issued for the native speakers and its goal is to force these languages 

into extinction. The goal is unveiled in the similar procedures which happened 

historically. To impose the Slavonic language as the liturgical languages in 

Wallachians’ lands, the Bulgarian Tzar, Asan “forced the Wallachians, who until then 

had been reading (in the church, n. ns.) in Latin, to leave the Roman confession and 

not to read in Latin, but in Bulgarian, and commanded that he who reads in Latin to 

cut off his tongue, and since then the Wallachians have begun to read Bulgarian”13. 

(The popular imagination was so deeply impressed by the punishment, that after 

1000 years the expression can be heard in the rural areas of Romania.) The legal 

 
13 A. Xenopol. (1879): Istoria românilor, [History of the Romanians] Ediția a IV-a, Bucureşti, 
1985, vol. I, p. 299.  
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framework allowed in history any type of procedures against the use of the targeted 

languages, inclusively, the corporal punishments. In the 90th in ex-Yugoslavia, the 

pupils who spoke Romanian during the break were beaten by their teacher over their 

fingertips with a stick14. In the same period – in the Timoc Valley, the authorities 

ordered to erase the names (Romanian name) on the monuments (Crosses) in the 

Cemeteries. In other periods, the Romanians experienced the translation into 

Hungarian of their names and the names of their villages, rivers. The change of the 

toponyms resulted in double urban geography.  

A special policy – a policy of assimilation of minorities - leads to social 

activities against the targeted languages. Their language is out of use in the state’s 

institutions, in labeling products, in education, in the health care system, and so on. 

In some cases, the authorities proceeded extremely. After the instauration of the 

political regime called the Dualism Austro-Hungarians, the authorities immediately 

switched the languages of education in the Banat region. Adam Müller 

Guttenbrünn15  reported how he, an outstanding student German speaker, in 1868 

failed the majority of his exams because the language of education untimely 

changed, from German to Hungarian. Later on – in the 1890th – the Hungarians 

authorities – issued a Guide to administrative officers, how to proceed in 

Hungarianizing the names. The similar procedures of changing the language of 

education occurred in 1940. In the middle of the school year, for the pupils with 

Romanian mother tongue, the language of education untimely, became Hungarian.  

 Social consequences of the laws and policies against certain languages – 

minorities’ languages and “strangers’ language” – amplify the practices against the 

Others’ languages, as well as, against the native speakers of those languages. The 

majoritarian population is discouraged to become bilingual or multilingual by 

learning minorities’ languages. A Roma man told to the author: “They (his non-Roma 

friends) know Romany too, but they feel ashamed to admit it. The others will laugh 

at them!”.  Some extremists blame the native speakers of the minorities’ languages; 

their limited knowledge of the official languages. In some cases, the extremists harass 

the minorities and even launched attacks against their too extended rights, linguistic in 

 
14  According to a testimony of one of the beaten children, now a researcher in minorities 
problems, done to the author in 2016.  
15 A. Müller-Guttenbrünn,  (1910): [A year spent in his homeland in the autobiographical 
novel Litle Swab] Un an petrecut pe meleagurile natale, în Micul Schwab, versiunea în limba 
română de Erwin Lessl și Valentin Dima, Timișoara, Editura Facla, 1978, p. 40. 
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this case. The speakers are forces to deny that their native language is the targeted one.   

Conclusively, the forbiddance of the certain language takes the forms like: 

a. a legal interdiction to use the language in the public space. (It is materialized in law, 

executive order, or any other type of legal text; in the preview of the legal and gradual 

punishments for the dis-obedience; and the nomination of the authorities to implement 

it)   

b. a specific policy to support the legal instruments in reaching its goal of extinction of 

the targeted language and the assimilation of its speakers;  

c. a public mentality against the minorities’ languages in general, and aggressively against 

the certain minorities’ “strange languages”. 

 

2.2.5 On the denying the xenophobia upon certain languages 
 

The majoritarian part of society and authorities are denying the existence of the 

xenophobic elements upon certain languages, simply by ignoring it as a reality. They 

claim this xenophobia is insignificant or it is simple non-senses.  

In the cases when the majoritarian part of society and authorities admit there 

are claims on the xenophobia upon languages, that are not-ignorable, they:    

1. publicly, take stands against the minorities’ complaints that the limitation on their 

mother tongue use is an attack against their identity and on their future as a collective 

body;  

2. emphasize how many rights to promote their languages the minorities got in recent 

times; 

In some cases, there are public allegations raised by certain social groups, that 

the minorities' linguistic rights overpass the majorities ones and the state is suffocated 

under the burdens of providing financial, material, institutional, and human resources 

for the minorities’ languages development.  

The same social groups get angry and protest against “the nerve” of those that 

present factual arguments on xenophobia – largely called discrimination - upon their 

languages. These groups raise arguments against the accusers, arguments that are 

organized around some ideas as:  

a) the avoidance of some languages in education – even when they got the statute of 

the minorities’ languages - is motivated by saying it is according to the law, to the 

Constitution that provides an official language;  

b) nobody forbids minorities’ initiative to educate their members into their language and 

culture in the schools supported by themselves, or churches. (When a reply comes with 
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the mention, that the madrassas supported by the mosques, are an Islamic model, 

controlled politically and religiously by the Islamists states, and it is against the European 

democracy, they ignore the argument.) 

Examining these stands on denying xenophobia, from the point of view of the 

Council of Europe’ Charter of the minorities’ languages or, of the Minority Rights, it is to 

say that:  

a) the authority ignorance of the xenophobia upon the language bears the political 

significance of lack of respect of the minorities’ linguistic rights;    

b) the denying of the reality of the xenophobia upon the language is a majority and 

authorities’ open position for disrespect. 

 

2.3 Xenophobia against “the strange languages”’ speakers 

 

In a social environment customized to discriminate, defame, blame, hate and 

oppress some groups, new discrimination on a linguistic base, passes unnoticed. That is 

why there are not – or there are very few references16 - on this social phenomenon. 

As we understand it, looking at the reality in Romania and other European 

countries, the Xenophobia against “the strange languages”  speakers consists in:   

 

1. defaming, harassing, exposing to the hate discourse the speakers of the certain 

“strangers' languages”, on the motif that they speak as mother tongues the languages 

that the majority labeled as  ”strange languages”; 

2. discriminating them by not ensuring equal conditions in using their mother tongue in 

the areas of work, education, administration, justice, and culture;  

3. forcing them to internalize the defamation and to accept discrimination;  

4. oppressing them by abuses of some individuals or even by some institutions; –  

5. in the extreme cases, issuing laws to forbid those languages’ use in the public space 

and to punish the speakers;  

6. denying politically and socially the oppression against the strange languages and the 

persecutions of the speakers.    

As a social process, the xenophobia on languages is operated by individuals, by 

the groups of the non-speakers, by those who claim they represent the entire society’s 

voice. Xenophobia is practiced as an unconscious and organized process, but also as a 

 
16 14 According to a testimony, done to the author in 2016, one of them in school beaten 
children because she spoke in Romanian at the school, during the break. 
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mimetic one. Regarded from the inside of the xenophobic milieu, the xenophobia against 

the speakers of “the strange language” is viewed as natural and legitimate.  

We do not go into details here, because the xenophobia on the speakers of the 

strange languages is simply to be deduced from the xenophobia on these languages. The 

problem "Does xenophobia against people who speak foreign languages cause 

xenophobia in those languages, or vice versa?" is a false one. In time they are 

simultaneous. Logically, it is an undecidable problem, like that with the egg and hen.      

Xenophobia develops inside the milieu of “the strange languages” too. The 

victims of the general linguistic oppression, oppress themselves linguistically. They 

linguistically oppress the dialects and sub-dialects speakers. In the world of Roma's 

communities when somebody is getting married in another group than that of origins, 

he/she is forced to forget his/her mother tongue and to practice exclusively the adoptive 

language. The mother is prevented to teach her children her mother tongue. A Roma 

person that the author interviewed is proudly stated that his wife never speaks her 

mother tongue and the children practice only his language.  When the author checked 

the information, it proves to be true in the traditional Roma families.         

What about the attitude toward those who lost their mother tongue and 

became speakers of the majority language? Is it marketed by xenophobia too?  

Thinking of the cases that we documented, those of them that forgot their 

mother tongue are rejected and despised by the entire community of the speakers. In 

Bihor County (Romania), those who forget the Romani language are stigmatized with a 

special name: Kesheri!  

The xenophobia goes further: the groups left aside the solidarity with them, do 

not try to protect or defend them. Those who forgot their mother tongue are excluded, 

exposed to a severe form of xenophobia upon the speakers of “the strange languages”. 

 

3. Does xenophobia toward strange languages causes xenophobia toward people? 

 

The social causes of the xenophobia upon the strange languages seem to be 

in the phobia against the marginalized people17 and in despise toward them.  

The most visible ones18 are the spontaneous and fuzzy reactions of the 

 
17 L. Pop, (2015): Students Perception on Rroma in Romania in “Central European Political 
Science Review”,  no. 61/2015. pp. 94-114 www.ce.polity.hu.  
18 L. Pop, and I. Pop, (2020): Xenophobia in 2020 Europe. A View on Xenophobic Political 
Parties. in “Central European Political Science Review”, no.  82/2020. pp.11-46. 
www.ce.polity.hu. 

http://www.ce.polity.hu/
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ignorant (untutored) people confronted with their incapacity to decipher 

communications' contents of those marginalized Others which they interact with 

are.  

Besides the mentioned spontaneous reactions, the causes of despise of the 

strangers’ languages are in the intentional confusions created by the political 

manipulations of the marginalized peoples’ issues in solving political problems (of 

domination, of rivalry among the different groups, of the oppressed group resistance 

or emancipations). The feeling of despising disseminated leads to acute fears and 

phobias from the marginalized peoples and violent reactions against them. The 

future victims of xenophobia are detected starting from the languages spoken. The 

languages per se are targeted when the extremist social forces claim that the 

marginal strangers are undermining the large society and the communications 

against it are conducted in those languages. Simply put, they claim that spies, 

thieves, other laws breakers, or even the plotters and terrorists use those languages 

in organizing plots against the regime's or, state's stability, against the large society's 

safety or security.  

The last identified category of xenophobia’s causes is the imitations of the 

xenophobia toward the marginalized from elsewhere. Paradoxically, copying 

solutions from elsewhere becomes a cause of xenophobia. Trying to overcome the 

social problems related to these ”strange languages” or only perceived as such, by 

imitating the solutions from elsewhere, because the contexts are different fails. The 

failures acknowledged as efforts and social impotence turn into new fears and 

phobias towards the defeaters, seen as “the strange languages” speakers.  The 

mentioned above failures enhance the xenophobic treatment of “the strange 

languages”. 

In brief, it is to admit that, at the first level of the analysis, the people that 

are perceived as strange lead to xenophobia in their languages.  

At the deeper level, the causes look even more complex. Namely, the 

xenophobia against people develops on the basis of the identification of the 

strangers after their languages, un-comprehensible for the xenophobes. The strange 

languages are isolated in the large soundscape of the strangers’ languages and 

connected exclusively with the marginalized groups. (Never with the prestigious 

ones, in spite they are incomprehensible too, they are regarded as of different 

category, of the foreign languages.) 

Concluding, it is to see that a vicious circle develops and the strange 
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languages determine who the marginal strangers are, and vice versa the marginal 

strangers identified to lead to the labeling of their languages as strange. With any 

expansion of the circle the xenophobia increases. That is to say, that the xenophobia 

in languages leads to more xenophobia toward people and vice versa. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The paper leads to the conclusion that we could notice phenomena as the 

xenophobia upon certain languages as a phenomenon that produces xenophobic 

effects and nurtures the spiral of xenophobia, by using the concept of xenophobia 

upon the strange languages. 

The concept becomes operational by taking into account its relations with 

the concept of the stranger and strangers’ languages and by paying attention to its’ 

dimensions. The notion of strangers as it works in the society – according to the 

society’s experiences, traditions, and cultural proposal – is the key for the content of 

strangers' languages, and its sub-category of strange languages, languages of the 

much-marginalized groups in the society. The five dimensions of the concept 

identified as sufficient and eloquent are the following: Ignorance of them as valuable 

means of communication or cultural expression; de-valorizing and despising and 

stigmatizing some languages as languages of the immoral and dangerous strangers; 

discouraging the targeted languages' development, not-considering those 

languages' official use in administration, in the justice system, in education even in 

the health-care system and not considering those languages' use in the country's 

culture, religious life, or social life; their legal ban; plus the social denying of 

xenophobia upon these languages. 

The view on xenophobia upon the strange languages is completed by 

exploring the xenophobia against people taken as the strange languages’ speakers 

and its role in the xenophobia spiral.  

We consider the proposed definition of the phenomenon coined as 

xenophobia upon certain languages as a useful tool in identified and combatting 

xenophobia. 
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Discrimination in Ukraine: Peak or Decline? 
 

 

César GARCÍA ANDRÉS 
 

 

Abstract. Through several reports of the organization Amnesty International, a study of the 
evolution of the state of human rights in Ukraine from 2007 to 2020 will be carried out. This 
will relate the current situation in the country and the change that occurred from 2014 with 
the annexation of Crimea to the Russian Federation and the beginning of the war in eastern 
Ukraine, specifically in the oblasts of Donetsk and Luhansk. All this in order to understand the 
changes that occurred during these years in relation to discrimination and human rights 
values in the country. Through which it will be seen the main concerns that exist in Ukraine 
and how they have been evolving conditioned by the country's own internal situation in the 
governmental and administrative sphere. Along with this, some of the advances that have 
been made during these years in the country to produce an improvement within Ukraine will 
be shown. 
 
Keywords: Ukraine, discrimination, xenophobia, human rights, milestones 

 

1. Introduction 

 

This paper will analyse the evolution of discrimination in Ukraine in the 

period from 2008 to 2020. It does not mean that it is an exclusive feature of Ukraine, 

since in all countries of the world, including all countries of the European Union, 

discrimination is present in everyday life. In the case of Ukraine, it is a state party to 

several human rights treaties of particular relevance in the field of racial 

discrimination. It is also a State party to the main United Nations –UN- treaty on the 

elimination and prohibition of discrimination, namely the International Convention 

on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, which was launched in 

January 1969. 

For this purpose, an analysis of the reports produced by Amnesty 

International will be carried out in order to see the evolution of the issue of 

discrimination in the Slavic country during this period of time. This institution was 

founded in 1961 by the British Peter Benenson. It is defined as a global, independent 

organisation of more than 10 million people who act against injustice by defending 
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human rights all over the world1. The starting point for this text is 2007 in order to 

know the situation in this country in that year through a report elaborated by 

Amnesty International in 2008 and from there to know how it has evolved until more 

recent dates.  

This study will help us to relate the situation of the country in this area during 

the different governments that have passed through it. The selected years are: 2007, 

2010, 2014, 2017 and 2020, so we will also be able to know the situation of this issue 

during the governments of the last four Ukrainian presidents: Viktor Yushchenko 

(2005-2010), Viktor Yanukovich (2010-2014), Petro Poroshenko (2014-2019) and 

Volodimir Zelenski (2019-present). And it highlights the change that took place in 

Ukraine, which reached its peak in 2014 with the annexation of Crimea by the 

Russian Federation and the beginning of the armed conflict in the east of the country. 

Likewise, a description will be made of the main milestones that are being reached 

in the country in an attempt to contain discrimination through certain political 

measures that have been developed in recent years. 

 

2. Ukraine’s Situation though International Reports 

 

The first of the reports we are going to deal with was published in 2008 by 

Amnesty International and reflects the situation in various countries during 2007, 

and specifically in our state of analysis, Ukraine. This was a period of much political 

movement in the country, which had its effects within the state government. Ukraine 

experienced two hotly contested national elections and four changes of government 

in less than two years during 2004-2006, and the beginning of 2007 saw a new 

constitutional crisis2. In this year Viktor Yushchenko was the President of the 

Republic of Ukraine and Viktor Yanukovych was Prime Minister until almost the end 

of the year, when he was replaced by Yulia Tymoshenko. 

This year's report focuses on four key discriminatory issues that needed to 

be reviewed by Ukraine because of the situation at the time. The first of these related 

to torture and ill-treatment in police custody, which was identified as one of the most 

sensitive issues in the country. The UN Committee against Torture expressed 

concern about the impunity enjoyed by law enforcement officials who committed 

 
1 Amnesty International Website: https://www.amnesty.org/es/who-we-are/ (accessed 5 April 

2021).  

2 OECD Economic Surveys, (2007): Ukraine Economic Assessment, Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development, Volume 2007/16, p. 67.  

https://www.amnesty.org/es/who-we-are/
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acts of torture, as complaints were not investigated. However, it was also stated that 

since 2005 there had been a slight improvement within the country. 

The second focused on refugees and asylum seekers, where concern was 

expressed about the fear that Ukraine would return people to states where they 

would be at risk of torture. The third was related to racism, which stated literally: 

‘Foreign nationals and asylum seekers residing in Ukraine often suffered attacks by 

ordinary citizens and racist treatment by the police, including excessively frequent 

document checks’3. Among the groups suffering from racism were Asians, Africans, 

Crimean Tatars, Jews, Muslims and Roma. Proposing that the Ukrainian government 

take action to end racial discrimination was of great concern because of an increase 

in racially related crime in the country in 2007. 

And finally, violence against women, on which it highlighted some of the 

progress being made in the country. As can be seen in the resolution of the 

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, they examined the fifth report 

on the implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights in Ukraine, in which they recognised certain aspects of improvement 

in the country. Among them, related to discrimination against women4: 

- The adoption in 2005 of a Law on Equal Rights and Equal Opportunities 

for Men and Women; 

- Amendments to the Labour Code to prohibit gender discrimination in 

employment and remuneration. 

However, it also notes its concern mainly about the ill-treatment of 

detainees by the police and the denial of protection against ethnic and religious 

minorities. It recommends that the country consider enacting more extensive anti-

discrimination legislation because of inadequate laws and the government's refusal 

to recognise certain offences motivated by racism. 

The next document is the 2010 report, which was published in 2011, 

 
3 Amnesty International, (2008): Amnesty International Report 2008. The State of the 

World's Human Rights, Amnesty International Publishers, p. 385. 

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/56000/pol100012008es.pdf (accessed 7 
April 2021). 
4 Economic and Social Council of the United Nations, (2008): Committee on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights, 39th session, 5-23 November 2007. Consideration of reports 

submitted by States parties under articles 16 and 17 of the Covenant. E/C. 12/UKR/CO/5, p. 

2. 

https://www.acnur.org/fileadmin/Documentos/BDL/2010/7920.pdf (accessed 7 April 
2021). 

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/56000/pol100012008es.pdf
https://www.acnur.org/fileadmin/Documentos/BDL/2010/7920.pdf
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following the change of government that took place in the country in January 2010. 

This saw the arrival of Yanukovich -who had been Prime Minister of Ukraine between 

August 2006 and December 2007- as President of the Republic, and Mykola Azarov 

as Prime Minister of the country. Ukraine thus voted Yanukovich in as president, in 

a ceremony that followed weeks of protests over alleged election fraud following his 

victory in the February ballots5. Against this political backdrop, the report 

acknowledges that in 2010 the outlook in Ukraine became bleak for human rights 

defenders, who suffered physical attacks and harassment at the hands of law 

enforcement officials for their legitimate human rights work6. 

This document maintained three aspects that had been highlighted in the 

previous 2007 report, while incorporating others that were beginning to cause 

concern due to their scope in Ukraine. Among those that continued to be of concern 

in the Amnesty International report were: torture and ill-treatment, which continued 

to be the order of the day; refugees, migrants and asylum seekers who continued to 

be exposed to harassment by the police, as well as their return to their countries of 

origin; while in relation to racism, the police continued to detain people because of 

their skin colour7. 

Among the new additions was a case related to one of the previous ones, 

namely torture and ill-treatment, specifically deaths in police custody. A case in point 

is the instance of the Georgian Tamaz Kardava, who had been detained in the 

Ukrainian capital, Kiev, since August 2008 on charges of robbery. He had hepatitis C 

and severe cirrhosis of the liver. He was denied vital medical treatment for two 

months and ended up in a critical condition8, finally dying on 7 April 2010. These acts 

 
5Gabbatt, Adam, (2010): Viktor Yanukovich sworn in as Ukrainian president, The Guardian, 

Thu. 25 Feb. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/feb/25/viktor-yanukovych-
ukraine-president (accessed 9 April 2021). 
6 Amnesty International, (2011): Amnesty International Report 2011. The State of the 

World's Human Rights, Amnesty International Publishers, p. 67.  

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/32000/pol100012011es.pdf (accessed 9 
April 2021). 
7 Amnesty International, (2011): Amnesty International Report 2011. The State of the 

World's Human Rights, Amnesty International Publishers, p. 436.  

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/32000/pol100012011es.pdf (accessed 10 
April 2021). 
8Amnesty International, (2010): Ukraine: detainee denied medical care, at risk of death: 

Tamaz Kardava,  

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/40000/eur500052010es.pdf (accessed 14 
April 2021). 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/feb/25/viktor-yanukovych-ukraine-president
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/feb/25/viktor-yanukovych-ukraine-president
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/32000/pol100012011es.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/32000/pol100012011es.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/40000/eur500052010es.pdf
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were compounded by the situation of human rights defenders in Ukraine who faced 

significant obstacles in carrying out their work for the implementation of human 

rights for the population as a whole. 

The next report we will refer to is that of 2014, published in 2015. In this text 

it is necessary to take into account the political situation in Ukraine in 2014, which 

changed the course of events in the country in both internal and external politics. 

Following the pro-European movement that took place between the end of 2013 and 

the beginning of 2014 on the streets of several Ukrainian cities, there were 

substantial changes in the Ukrainian government. Three presidents succeeded each 

other during that year, after Yanukovich's departure as President of the Republic, an 

interim government was formed, which fell to Oleksandr Turchinov, until after 

elections in May Petro Poroshenko emerged as the winner and was installed as 

President in June. 

During the months that the so-called Euromaidan lasted, the violence that 

accompanied the protests was the dominant tone, being one of the aspects most 

rejected by the international community and, of course, reflected in the Amnesty 

International report published in 2015. To this must be added the illegal annexation 

of Crimea by Russia and the start of the armed conflict in the east of the country -

Donetsk and Luhansk, complicating the human rights situation in the country. Thus, 

the use of torture and ill-treatment constitute systemic human rights problems in 

Ukraine that have been aggravated by the ongoing armed conflict that erupted in 

20149. 

Because of this situation, human rights issues in Ukraine for the year shifted 

focus to other circumstances related to the events that took place in the first weeks 

of 2014, focusing on Euromaidan, the armed conflict in the east of the country, and 

the situation in Crimea. Although all linked to the persistence of human rights 

violations at the hands of the police, along with ill-treatment and torture. 

First of all, the Euromaidan demonstrations were engulfed in an intense 

problem over the use of police force, which resulted in the deaths of several people 

on the streets of Kiev during the protests. The Ukrainian Ministry of Health reported 

that 75 people were killed and more than 500 injured in the clashes in the centre of 

 
9 United Nations Human Rights-Office of the High Commissioner, (2019): United Nations. 

Human Rights Report 2019, p. 55. 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/OHCHRreport2019.pdf (accessed 14 April 
2021). 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/OHCHRreport2019.pdf
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Kiev from 18 to 20 February at 6 p.m.10. The bloodshed had immediate political 

consequences; late on 20 February, the Parliament condemned the use of lethal 

force against protesters11, leading to Yanukovych's ouster. The new authorities 

publicly pledged to effectively investigate and prosecute those responsible for the 

deaths during Euromaidan and all abuses perpetrated against protesters12. This was 

compounded by the disappearances and killings of Euromaidan activists during the 

same year; and fighting between warring sides in the same city, which went 

unchecked and uninvestigated by police forces. 

Secondly, the consequences in the east of the country -Donetsk and Luhansk 

oblasts- of the start of armed fighting between pro-Russian and government forces. 

The area controlled by these ‘republics’ is very small, but the number of victims is 

very high, as more than 5,000 people had died by the beginning of December 201413. 

Thirdly, we will refer to the change of course that took place in Crimea with 

the annexation of this territory to the Russian Federation and what this entailed for 

the population living there. The situation began to get complicated in Crimea, as the 

Crimean authorities did not recognise the new interim Ukrainian government and in 

early May called a referendum, supported by Russia, for the inhabitants to decide 

whether to remain in Ukraine or become part of Russia14. This was held on 16 March 

2014. 96.77 percent of the population of the Ukrainian region of Crimea voted in 

favour of the province's accession to Russia, according to final figures released today 

by Mikhail Malishev, head of the electoral commission of the Ukrainian autonomous 

 
10 Bonet, Pilar, (2014): El régimen ucranio intensifica la represión en el día más sangriento, 

El País, 20 February 2014.  

https://elpais.com/internacional/2014/02/20/actualidad/1392882946_706962.html 
(accessed 17 April 2021). 
11Yekelchyk, Serhy, Ukraine. What Everyone Needs to Know, Oxford University Press, 

Nueva York, 2020, p. 99.  
12 Amnesty International, (2015): Amnesty International Report 2014/15. The State of the 

World's Human Rights, Amnesty International Publishers, p. 449.  

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1000012015SPANISH.PDF (accessed 
16 April 2021). 
13Solohubenko, Olexiy, (2014): Ucrania: cómo lo que comenzó con un tuit se transformó en 

una guerra con miles de muertos, BBC NEWS, 23 December 2014. 

https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias/2014/12/141211_ucrania_finde2014_yv (accessed 
15 April 2021). 
14García Andrés, César, (2019): El tratamiento de la crisis de Ucrania a través de la prensa 

digital; in Chillón, José Manuel; Requejo, Marta, and Reguero, Itziar (Eds.), Antropología de 

la comunicación. Acción y efectos en la literatura y en los media, Fragua, Madrid, pp. 177-

189, p. 183. 

https://elpais.com/internacional/2014/02/20/actualidad/1392882946_706962.html
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1000012015SPANISH.PDF
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias/2014/12/141211_ucrania_finde2014_yv
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republic of Crimea15. Thus, since Russia annexed Crimea in March, its restrictive 

legislation began to be used in the territory to repress the right to freedom of speech, 

association and assembly. Residents were declared Russian citizens and those who 

wished to retain Ukrainian nationality had to notify the authorities16, and the Tatars, 

the peninsula's indigenous group, were persecuted for their pro-Ukrainian 

government statements. It is here that the main complaints about the entry into 

force of Russian restrictions on the right to freedom of expression, association and 

assembly in Crimea are concentrated. Not to mention all the people who have been 

displaced by both the annexation of the peninsula and the armed conflict in eastern 

Ukraine. 

However, a new concern appeared in that year's report, which referred to 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex rights. The Pride march planned for 

5 July 2014 in Kiev was cancelled when the police told the organising committee that 

they could not guarantee the safety of participants in the face of planned counter-

demonstrations. The newly elected mayor of Kiev, Vitaliy Klychko, said on 27 June 

that it was not the time for such ‘spectacles’ in Ukraine17. 

The next step in this analysis is the report published in 2018, which refers to 

the situation in the country in 2017. At this time, Poroshenko was still President of 

the Republic, while the Prime Minister in office was Volodymyr Hroysman. This 

document refers to the problems already mentioned in the 2014 report starting with 

the continuation of torture and ill-treatment by law enforcement officials towards 

the civilian population of Ukraine. Similarly, the conflict in the east of the country 

continued and with it reports of civilians being held in these areas. In these 

separatist-controlled territories in eastern Ukraine, the de facto authorities 

continued to illegally detain and imprison critics. ‘Guarded by a variety of jailers, in 

the war-torn provinces of Donetsk and Luhansk, in cities such as Odessa, Kharkov, 

 
15 Agencies, (2014): El 96,77% de los votantes de Crimea apoyan la adhesión a Rusia, ABC 

International, 18 March 2014 

https://www.abc.es/internacional/20140316/abci-crimea-referendum-separatista-
201403160709.html (accessed 20 April 2021). 
16 Amnesty International, (2015): Amnesty International Report 2014/15. The State of the 

World's Human Rights, Amnesty International Publishers, p. 451. 

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1000012015SPANISH.PDF (accessed 
17 April 2021). 
17 Amnesty International, (2015): Amnesty International Report 2014/15. The State of the 

World's Human Rights, Amnesty International Publishers, p. 453.  

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1000012015SPANISH.PDF (accessed 
17 April 2021). 

https://www.abc.es/internacional/20140316/abci-crimea-referendum-separatista-201403160709.html
https://www.abc.es/internacional/20140316/abci-crimea-referendum-separatista-201403160709.html
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1000012015SPANISH.PDF
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1000012015SPANISH.PDF
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Kyiv and Moscow, in the annexed Crimea and in inhospitable parts of Siberia, there 

are civilians and military, hardened activists and casual citizens who, regardless of 

their origin -Ukrainians, Russians and Tatars above all, have in common their status 

as prisoners of a war not recognised as such’18. 

In the case of Crimea, repression of the right to freedom of expression, 

association and assembly in Crimea continued. The authorities continued to harass 

mainly ethnic Crimean Tatars through intimidation, harassment and criminal 

prosecution. Russian security services searched dozens of Crimean Tatar homes, 

allegedly for illegal weapons, drugs or ‘extremist’ publications, as part of their 

intimidation campaign against critics of the occupation of the peninsula19. 

Finally, with regard to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex rights, 

reference was made to the LGBTI Pride march in the capital, Kyiv, which on this 

occasion was held with effective police protection. Despite this, reference was made 

to the increasing number of attacks on LGBTI events across the country: ‘On 18 June 

2017, thousands of people took part in the biggest celebration of equality to date, 

the annual LGBTI Pride march in Kyiv, as well as in several dozen counter-

demonstrations’20. 

To conclude this evolution since 2007, we will analyse the state of human 

rights in 2020, a document published in 2021 by Amnesty International. In this year 

the President of the Republic of Ukraine was Volodmir Zelenski, who was the winner 

of the 2019 elections, while the post of Prime Minister until March 2020 was held by 

Oleksi Honcharuk, passing from that moment to Denis Shmihal. In a year dominated 

by the global pandemic caused by COVID-19, the human rights situation continued 

to be of concern to international organisations. 

Torture and ill-treatment-related allegations continued to be reported this 

year. In fact, according to its final data for 2020, the Prosecutor General's Office 

 
18 Bonet, Pilar, (2017): Los rehenes de una guerra sin nombre, El País, 30 July 2014.  

https://elpais.com/internacional/2017/07/29/actualidad/1501345515_035261.html 
(accessed 19 April 2021). 
19 Amnesty International, (2018): Amnesty International Report 2017/18. The State of the 

World's Human Rights, Amnesty International Publishers, p. 446.  

https://crm.es.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/civicrm/persist/contribute/files/Informeanu
al2018air201718-spanish%20web.pdf (accessed 21 April 2021). 
20 Amnesty International, (2018): Amnesty International Report 2017/18. The State of the 

World's Human Rights, Amnesty International Publishers, p. 446.  

https://crm.es.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/civicrm/persist/contribute/files/Informeanu
al2018air201718-spanish%20web.pdf (accessed 21 April 2021). 

https://elpais.com/internacional/2017/07/29/actualidad/1501345515_035261.html
https://crm.es.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/civicrm/persist/contribute/files/Informeanual2018air201718-spanish%20web.pdf
https://crm.es.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/civicrm/persist/contribute/files/Informeanual2018air201718-spanish%20web.pdf
https://crm.es.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/civicrm/persist/contribute/files/Informeanual2018air201718-spanish%20web.pdf
https://crm.es.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/civicrm/persist/contribute/files/Informeanual2018air201718-spanish%20web.pdf


                      
César GARCÍA ANDRÉS 

JIMS - Volume 15, number 2, 2021 

 

52 
 

registered 129 alleged cases of torture, brought charges in 59 cases and closed 

proceedings in 52 cases21. Discrimination against minority groups in society 

continued throughout the year with impunity, with a particular focus on persistent 

discrimination against the Roma community. 

With regard to gender-based violence, legal and institutional initiatives 

taken in recent years to address this violence were often not adequately 

implemented, if at all. Meanwhile, in conflict areas, the situation continued to 

disrupt human rights. In the Donbas region, repression of all forms of dissent 

persisted, including detention, interrogation, torture and other ill-treatment by the 

de facto authorities, and imprisonment, often in inhumane conditions. Severe 

repression of human rights work and all forms of dissent persisted in Crimea, as did 

restrictions on the media. 

 

3. Milestones for Leaving Discrimination in Ukraine 

 

With the evolution of the human rights situation and discrimination in Ukraine over 

the last few years, the different governments that have been formed have made some 

improvements to curb these acts within the country. Some of these are highlighted 

below: 

 
3.1 Diversity initiative in Ukraine 
 

This initiative was launched in 2007 under the Yushchenko government, and 

strives to uphold the human dignity and well-being of migrants, asylum seekers, 

refugees and visible minorities in Ukraine. The Initiative has four key objectives that 

are specified within the International Organization for Migration -IOM 22: 

• Provide a platform and forum for civil society to connect with each other 

and with representatives of the Ukrainian government. 

• Support the Ukrainian government's efforts to promote cultural 

 
21 Amnesty International, (2021): Amnesty International Report 2020/21. The State of the 

World's Human Rights, Amnesty International Publishers, p. 444.  

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1032022021SPANISH.PDF (accessed 
21 April 2021). 
22IOM UN Migration, (2008): The Diversity Initiative: Foreign Cultural Understanding and 

Cooperation in Ukraine. https://www.iom.int/diversity-initiative-fostering-cultural-

understanding-and-cooperation-ukraine (accessed 18 April 2021). 

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1032022021SPANISH.PDF
https://www.iom.int/diversity-initiative-fostering-cultural-understanding-and-cooperation-ukraine
https://www.iom.int/diversity-initiative-fostering-cultural-understanding-and-cooperation-ukraine
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understanding and inter-agency cooperation. 

• Collect and disseminate verified and standardised statistics and other 

relevant information related to alleged racially motivated crimes in 

Ukraine. 

• Engage in educational and public awareness activities to promote 

intercultural dialogue. 

In 2012, on the occasion of the Initiative's 5th anniversary, the members of 

the Initiative met to assess the achievements of the project in Ukraine. Through the 

adoption and implementation of hate crime legislation, a move that led the 

government to begin to address the problem more systematically23. 

 

3.2 Legislation against discrimination based on sexual orientation 
 

As we have seen in 2014, the Gay Pride demonstration in 2014 was 

suspended, as, in the words of the mayor of Kiev, Klychko: it was not the time for 

such ‘spectacles’ in Ukraine. The following year, before the LGBTI march, several 

Ukrainian politicians, including the radical Right Sector movement, had pledged to 

disrupt the event24. This made clear the situation faced by LGBTI people in the 

country. In this regard, in November 2015, the Ukrainian Parliament passed a law 

banning discrimination in the workplace, including on the basis of sexual orientation. 

In response to the vote, Ukrainian President Poroshenko tweeted: ‘Ukraine is freeing 

itself from the chains of discrimination of the Soviet past. Meanwhile, family values 

remain inviolable’25. 

 

3.3 The Law on Some Aspects of State Policy to Ensure Ukraine's Sovereignty over 
the Temporarily Occupied Territories in Donetsk and Luhansk Regions of January 
2018 
 

This state regulation was intended to complement the one adopted in 2014 

 
23Deardorff Miller, Sarah, (2018): Xenophobia toward Refugees and Other Forced Migrants, 

World Refugee Council Research Paper Nº5, September 2018, Centre for International 

Governance Innovation, p. 5. 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WRC%20Research%20Paper%20no.5.

pdf (accessed 22 April 2021). 
24 (2015): Ukraine police hurt at Kiev gay pride rally, BBC NEWS, 6 June 2015. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-33034247 (accessed 22 April 2021). 
25 (2015): Ukraine passes anti-discrimination law, BBC NEWS, 12 November 2015. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-34796835 (accessed 22 April 2021). 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WRC%20Research%20Paper%20no.5.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WRC%20Research%20Paper%20no.5.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-33034247
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-34796835
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on the Protection of Citizens' Rights and Freedoms and Legal Regime in the 

Temporarily Occupied Territory of Crimea. Both laws aim to build a legal framework 

for Kiev's main political goal -liberating these territories and restoring constitutional 

order there- although it does not specify how to achieve it26. This lays the 

groundwork for the defence of the human rights of the inhabitants living in the 

occupied territories, although this is very difficult to maintain as the Ukrainian 

government does not control the Crimean Peninsula or parts of the pro-Russian 

regions of Donetsk and Luhansk. 

 

3.4 The Strategy for the Protection and Integration of the Roma National Minority 
until 2020 and its Action Plan 
 

One of the most discriminated against population groups in Ukraine in 

recent years has been the Roma minority. Being uprooted from one's home by war 

is unimaginably difficult for anyone, but for Roma families displaced by the conflict 

in eastern Ukraine, a new life in a strange city is especially difficult because of the 

marginalisation and discrimination they face on a daily basis27. This makes the 

integration of Roma people one of the most important issues to address in the 

pursuit of human rights in Ukraine. 

This is one of the realities that Roma people have been facing since war 

broke out in eastern Ukraine, and international organisations have urged the 

country's government to urge changes that would improve the living conditions of 

this minority. Ukraine must take immediate steps to stop what amounts to 

‘systematic persecution’ of the country's Roma minority, which has been the target 

of a series of violent attacks28. Thus, the strategy set out in the country establishes a 

 
26Milosevich-Juaristi, Mira, (2018): La ley de Ucrania sobre los territorios ocupados por Rusia 

en Donbas, Real Instituto Elcano Royal Institute, 2 June 

2018.https://blog.realinstitutoelcano.org/la-ley-de-ucrania-sobre-los-territorios-ocupados-

por-rusia-en-donbas/ (accessed 20 April 2021). 
27 Eastwood, Emma, (2017): Roma families displaced by the war in eastern Ukraine face a 

double bind of poverty and discrimination, Minority Rights Group International, 15 March 

2017. 

https://reliefweb.int/report/ukraine/roma-families-displaced-war-eastern-ukraine-face-

double-bind-poverty-and (accessed 20 April 2021). 
28 (2018): UN experts urge Ukraine to stop ‘systematic persecution’ of Roma minority, UN 

News, 18 July 2018. 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/07/1015022#:~:text=UN%20experts%20urge%20Ukraine

%20to%20stop%20'systematic%20persecution'%20of%20Roma%20minority,-

https://blog.realinstitutoelcano.org/la-ley-de-ucrania-sobre-los-territorios-ocupados-por-rusia-en-donbas/
https://blog.realinstitutoelcano.org/la-ley-de-ucrania-sobre-los-territorios-ocupados-por-rusia-en-donbas/
https://reliefweb.int/report/ukraine/roma-families-displaced-war-eastern-ukraine-face-double-bind-poverty-and
https://reliefweb.int/report/ukraine/roma-families-displaced-war-eastern-ukraine-face-double-bind-poverty-and
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/07/1015022#:~:text=UN%20experts%20urge%20Ukraine%20to%20stop%20'systematic%20persecution'%20of%20Roma%20minority,-UN%20Photo%2FManuel&text=%E2%80%9CWe%20unequivocally%20condemn%20these%20heinous,for%20Human%20Rights%20(OHCHR)
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/07/1015022#:~:text=UN%20experts%20urge%20Ukraine%20to%20stop%20'systematic%20persecution'%20of%20Roma%20minority,-UN%20Photo%2FManuel&text=%E2%80%9CWe%20unequivocally%20condemn%20these%20heinous,for%20Human%20Rights%20(OHCHR)
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framework for the protection and integration of the Roma minority for their 

participation in the social, economic and cultural life of the state and intensifying 

cooperation with Roma civil society organisations29. 

 

4. Conclusions 

 

As we have seen in the previous pages, the evolution of the state of human 

rights and discrimination in Ukraine has followed a path in which new aspects have 

been incorporated which, from this point of view, are of concern to international 

organisations. Thus, in these years of study (2007-2020), through the different 

reports that have been analysed, they show us a situation of risk for certain groups. 

In all the study reports, the seriousness of torture and ill-treatment by police 

authorities of certain groups and detainees, and racism, remains a constant concern. 

The first of these reports reflect concern about the situation of refugees and asylum 

seekers and human rights defenders, as well as violence against women and children. 

However, as reflected in the text, the situation took a turn in 2014 as a result of the 

annexation of Crimea to the Russian Federation and the beginning of the armed 

conflict in the Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts. From this moment on, new concerns 

came to the fore, such as impunity for the killings and violence during the 

Euromaidan demonstrations by the armed forces, the situation of the minority 

population in Crimea, and the situation of people living in the conflict zone between 

Ukrainians and pro-Russians. These have become a point of utmost importance in 

each of the reports that have been published since 2014. Not forgetting, as we have 

seen, the situation of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex people in the 

country. 

Thus, the situation in Ukraine regarding discrimination remains complicated, 

despite government policies and measures that have been adopted in recent years 

for the betterment of certain minority groups of the population. However, the 

mechanisms that are being put in place to curb discrimination suggest that change is 

slow, although significant progress is being made. Nevertheless, it should be clear 

 
UN%20Photo%2FManuel&text=%E2%80%9CWe%20unequivocally%20condemn%20thes

e%20heinous,for%20Human%20Rights%20(OHCHR) (accessed 22 April 2021). 
29 (2019): Implementation of the Action Plan on the Strategy for the Protection and Integration 

into the Ukrainian Society of the Roma National Minority till 2020, UNESCO Diversity of 

Cultural Expressions. https://en.unesco.org/creativity/policy-monitoring-

platform/implementation-action-plan (accessed 20 April 2021). 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/07/1015022#:~:text=UN%20experts%20urge%20Ukraine%20to%20stop%20'systematic%20persecution'%20of%20Roma%20minority,-UN%20Photo%2FManuel&text=%E2%80%9CWe%20unequivocally%20condemn%20these%20heinous,for%20Human%20Rights%20(OHCHR)
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/07/1015022#:~:text=UN%20experts%20urge%20Ukraine%20to%20stop%20'systematic%20persecution'%20of%20Roma%20minority,-UN%20Photo%2FManuel&text=%E2%80%9CWe%20unequivocally%20condemn%20these%20heinous,for%20Human%20Rights%20(OHCHR)
https://en.unesco.org/creativity/policy-monitoring-platform/implementation-action-plan
https://en.unesco.org/creativity/policy-monitoring-platform/implementation-action-plan
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that more impetus is needed from government authorities to make all these 

measures effective and truly conducive to reducing this situation and upholding 

human rights in Ukraine. 

Bibligraphy 

(2015): Ukraine police hurt at Kiev gay pride rally, BBC NEWS, 6 June 2015. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-33034247 

(2015): Ukraine passes anti-discrimination law, BBC NEWS, 12 November 2015. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-34796835 

(2018): UN experts urge Ukraine to stop ‘systematic persecution’ of Roma minority, UN News, 18 July 
2018. 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/07/1015022#:~:text=UN%20experts%20urge%20Ukraine%20t
o%20stop%20'systematic%20persecution'%20of%20Roma%20minority,-
UN%20Photo%2FManuel&text=%E2%80%9CWe%20unequivocally%20condemn%20these%20hei
nous,for%20Human%20Rights%20(OHCHR).   

(2019): Implementation of the Action Plan on the Strategy for the Protection and Integration into the 
Ukrainian Society of the Roma National Minority till 2020, UNESCO Diversity of Cultural 
Expressions.https://en.unesco.org/creativity/policy-monitoring-platform/implementation-action-
plan 

Agencies, (2014): El 96,77% de los votantes de Crimea apoyan la adhesión a Rusia, ABC International, 18 
March 2014 https://www.abc.es/internacional/20140316/abci-crimea-referendum-separatista-
201403160709.html 

Amnesty International, (2008): Amnesty International Report 2008. The State of the World's Human 
Rights, Amnesty International Publishers. 
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/56000/pol100012008es.pdf 

Amnesty International, (2010): Ukraine: detainee denied medical care, at risk of death: Tamaz Kardava,  
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/40000/eur500052010es.pdf 
Amnesty International, (2011): Amnesty International Report 2011. The State of the World's Human 

Rights, Amnesty International Publishers. 
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/32000/pol100012011es.pdf 

Amnesty International, (2015): Amnesty International Report 2014/15. The State of the World's Human 
Rights, Amnesty International Publishers. 
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1000012015SPANISH.PDF 

Amnesty International, (2018): Amnesty International Report 2017/18. The State of the World's Human 
Rights, Amnesty International Publishers. 
https://crm.es.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/civicrm/persist/contribute/files/Informeanual2018air
201718-spanish%20web.pdf 

Amnesty International, (2021): Amnesty International Report 2020/21. The State of the World's Human 
Rights, Amnesty International Publishers. 
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1032022021SPANISH.PDF 

Amnesty International Website: https://www.amnesty.org/es/who-we-are/ 
 
Bonet, Pilar, (2014): El régimen ucranio intensifica la represión en el día más sangriento, El País, 20 

February 2014.https://elpais.com/internacional/2014/02/20/actualidad/1392882946_706962.html 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-33034247
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-34796835
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/07/1015022#:~:text=UN%20experts%20urge%20Ukraine%20to%20stop%20'systematic%20persecution'%20of%20Roma%20minority,-UN%20Photo%2FManuel&text=%E2%80%9CWe%20unequivocally%20condemn%20these%20heinous,for%20Human%20Rights%20(OHCHR)
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/07/1015022#:~:text=UN%20experts%20urge%20Ukraine%20to%20stop%20'systematic%20persecution'%20of%20Roma%20minority,-UN%20Photo%2FManuel&text=%E2%80%9CWe%20unequivocally%20condemn%20these%20heinous,for%20Human%20Rights%20(OHCHR)
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/07/1015022#:~:text=UN%20experts%20urge%20Ukraine%20to%20stop%20'systematic%20persecution'%20of%20Roma%20minority,-UN%20Photo%2FManuel&text=%E2%80%9CWe%20unequivocally%20condemn%20these%20heinous,for%20Human%20Rights%20(OHCHR)
https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/07/1015022#:~:text=UN%20experts%20urge%20Ukraine%20to%20stop%20'systematic%20persecution'%20of%20Roma%20minority,-UN%20Photo%2FManuel&text=%E2%80%9CWe%20unequivocally%20condemn%20these%20heinous,for%20Human%20Rights%20(OHCHR)
https://en.unesco.org/creativity/policy-monitoring-platform/implementation-action-plan
https://en.unesco.org/creativity/policy-monitoring-platform/implementation-action-plan
https://www.abc.es/internacional/20140316/abci-crimea-referendum-separatista-201403160709.html
https://www.abc.es/internacional/20140316/abci-crimea-referendum-separatista-201403160709.html
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/56000/pol100012008es.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/40000/eur500052010es.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/32000/pol100012011es.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1000012015SPANISH.PDF
https://crm.es.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/civicrm/persist/contribute/files/Informeanual2018air201718-spanish%20web.pdf
https://crm.es.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/civicrm/persist/contribute/files/Informeanual2018air201718-spanish%20web.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL1032022021SPANISH.PDF
https://www.amnesty.org/es/who-we-are/
https://elpais.com/internacional/2014/02/20/actualidad/1392882946_706962.html


 
 Discrimination in Ukraine: Peak or Decline? 

JIMS - Volume 15, number 2, 2021 

 

57 
   

Bonet, Pilar, (2017): Los rehenes de una guerra sin nombre, El País, 30 July 2014.  
https://elpais.com/internacional/2017/07/29/actualidad/1501345515_035261.html 

Deardorff Miller, Sarah, (2018): Xenophobia toward Refugees and Other Forced Migrants, World 
Refugee Council Research Paper Nº5, September 2018, Centre for International Governance 
Innovation. 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WRC%20Research%20Paper%20no.5.pdf 

Eastwood, Emma, (2017): Roma families displaced by the war in eastern Ukraine face a double bind of 
poverty and discrimination, Minority Rights Group International, 15 March 2017. 
https://reliefweb.int/report/ukraine/roma-families-displaced-war-eastern-ukraine-face-double-
bind-poverty-and 

Economic and Social Council of the United Nations, (2008): Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, 39th session, 5-23 November 2007. Consideration of reports submitted by States parties 
under articles 16 and 17 of the Covenant. E/C. 12/UKR/CO/5. 
https://www.acnur.org/fileadmin/Documentos/BDL/2010/7920.pdf 

Gabbatt, Adam, (2010): Viktor Yanukovich sworn in as Ukrainian president, The Guardian, Thu. 25 Feb. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/feb/25/viktor-yanukovych-ukraine-president 

García Andrés, César, (2019): El tratamiento de la crisis de Ucrania a través de la prensa digital; in Chillón, 
José Manuel; Requejo, Marta, and Reguero, Itziar (Eds.), Antropología de la comunicación. Acción y 
efectos en la literatura y en los media, Fragua, Madrid, pp. 177-189. 

IOM UN Migration, (2008): The Diversity Initiative: Foreign Cultural Understanding and Cooperation in 
Ukraine. https://www.iom.int/diversity-initiative-fostering-cultural-understanding-and-cooperation-
ukraine 

IOM UN Migration, (2012): Diversity Initiative Combats Racism and Xenophobia in Ukraine, 10 February 
2012. https://www.iom.int/news/diversity-initiative-combats-racism-and-xenophobia-ukraine 

Milosevich-Juaristi, Mira, (2018): La ley de Ucrania sobre los territorios ocupados por Rusia en Donbas, 
Real Instituto Elcano Royal Institute, 2 June 2018. https://blog.realinstitutoelcano.org/la-ley-de-
ucrania-sobre-los-territorios-ocupados-por-rusia-en-donbas/ 

OECD Economic Surveys, (2007): Ukraine Economic Assessment, Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, Volume 2007/16.  

Solohubenko, Olexiy, (2014): Ucrania: cómo lo que comenzó con un tuit se transformó en una guerra 
con miles de muertos, BBC NEWS, 23 December 2014. 
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias/2014/12/141211_ucrania_finde2014_yv 

United Nations Human Rights-Office of the High Commissioner, (2019): United Nations. Human Rights 
Report 2019. https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/OHCHRreport2019.pdf 

Yekelchyk, Serhy, Ukraine. What Everyone Needs to Know, Oxford University Press, Nueva York, 2020.  
 

 

 

https://elpais.com/internacional/2017/07/29/actualidad/1501345515_035261.html
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WRC%20Research%20Paper%20no.5.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/ukraine/roma-families-displaced-war-eastern-ukraine-face-double-bind-poverty-and
https://reliefweb.int/report/ukraine/roma-families-displaced-war-eastern-ukraine-face-double-bind-poverty-and
https://www.acnur.org/fileadmin/Documentos/BDL/2010/7920.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/feb/25/viktor-yanukovych-ukraine-president
https://www.iom.int/diversity-initiative-fostering-cultural-understanding-and-cooperation-ukraine
https://www.iom.int/diversity-initiative-fostering-cultural-understanding-and-cooperation-ukraine
https://www.iom.int/news/diversity-initiative-combats-racism-and-xenophobia-ukraine
https://blog.realinstitutoelcano.org/la-ley-de-ucrania-sobre-los-territorios-ocupados-por-rusia-en-donbas/
https://blog.realinstitutoelcano.org/la-ley-de-ucrania-sobre-los-territorios-ocupados-por-rusia-en-donbas/
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias/2014/12/141211_ucrania_finde2014_yv
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/OHCHRreport2019.pdf


                      
Journal of Identity and Migration Studies 

Volume 15, number 2, 2021 

58  
 

 

 

 

The Identity of Franche-Sylvanie: 30 Years of Cooperation 

and Migration between France and Romania beyond 

Stereotypes and Xenophobia 

 
Marina ARCUSA MESA, Frédéric SPAGNOLI 

 
 
 

Abstract. The article looks at the cooperation between France and Romania through the lens 
of the association Franche-Sylvanie. It especially focuses on the impacts of the activities to 
tackle xenophobia and stereotypes. Based on archives and interviews, the research presents 
how the actions of Franche-Sylvanie have since the beginning of the 1990s contributed to a 
better understanding between the two countries in general and more specifically between 
the inhabitants of Besançon and Bistriţa. It gives an overview on the various initiatives 
undertaken in thirty years. In the last part of the article, the authors try to delineate how the 
association and cooperation have evolved over time and what are the important criterion to 
be taken into account. 
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1. Introduction and context 

 

Ruled by a left-wing mayor since 1919, Besançon, the 120 000-inhabitant 

former capital of the Franche-Comté region (East of France), has developed a long 

tradition of hospitality and international cooperation that has become more 

important after the Second World War when the rather provincial town turned into 

an industrial city attracting migrants from Southern Europe and Northern Africa. In 

the 1980s, when its economic shine started to decline, the city of Besançon 

enhanced its program of solidarity activities to the point of becoming a nation-wide 

reference with its Minimal Income and its allowances for elder inhabitants. The 

Centre Communal d'Action Sociale de Besançon – the Municipality Center for Public 

Aid, the local body in charge of these schemes – was, at the time, considered as an 

example of efficiency in the whole of France. Gradually, thanks to a dense network 

of associations backing these social policies run by the city council, Besançon has 
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become an example of international cooperation. Indeed, the long-lasting tradition 

of cooperatives and militant structures inspired by some of the most famous 19th 

century utopian thinkers such as Proudhon and Fourier have given to the city a quite 

welcoming image. Besides, the steadily growing attractiveness of the university of 

Franche-Comté, especially thanks to its very active policy towards the French-

speaking world, the so-called Francophonie, has helped attracting more than 120 

nationalities in nowadays Besançon thus giving it a quite cosmopolitan look (Fohlen, 

1982; Defrasne, 1990).  

When, in the mid-1980s, the first actions of cooperation between France and 

Romania took place with the so-called Opération Villages Roumains, a Belgian 

association that started in 1988 to help Romanian villages, it is no surprise to see 

that Besançon became very rapidly involved in helping Romania. Obviously, the 

special cultural ties between France and Romania since the time of the Principalities 

and the high numbers of French speakers in Romania made this cooperation easy. 

Officially created in 1994, the work of Franche-Sylvanie has in fact begun in 1990 and 

the association is still active 30 years later. Since most of French-Romanian 

associations have disappeared after a few years, Franche-Sylvanie can be considered 

as a very good and ancient example of cooperation between the two countries that 

can help identify various perspectives of growth and changes. The aim of this article 

is therefore to see how Franche-Sylvanie went beyond stereotypes and xenophobia 

to carry out its activities and to try to delineate the future of Franco-Romanian 

cooperation. In order to reach such objectives, we will base our analysis on the work 

carried out between March and July 2020 within the framework of a Eurodyssey 

internship1. The goals of this 5-month internship were to analyse, preserve and 

explain the key moments in the history of Franche-Sylvanie to highlight new 

perspectives regarding cooperation between France and Romania. At the beginning, 

this internship was meant as merely writing down the history of Franche-Sylvanie 

but it gradually became an opportunity for the association to take time to think in 

which directions carry on its activities in the years to come. For us, scholars, it has 

 
1 The Eurodyssey program supported by the Assembly of European Regions offer internships 

opportunities to young Europeans (from 18 to 30 years old) looking for an experience in one 

of the regions partners of the project. The objective is therefore to incentivate professional 

encounters that strengthen historical and contemporary bonds withing the EU 

http://www.eurodyssee.eu/en/about-eurodyssey/who-we-are.html  (consulted the 2 May 

2021). For this project, the partnership was between the region of Bourgogne-Franche-Comté 

and the Generalitat de Catalunya.  
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proved to be a good opportunity to look at the peculiar organization of Besançon 

associative network and to look at, in a broader perspective, how the relations 

between France and Romania have evolved since the 1990s, with a special glance at 

the various representations. We will first present the association through the lens of 

the project carried out on its history and its memory as well as on its future 

perspectives. This brief presentation will then give us the elements to analyse the 

model of cooperation between France and Romania that the association represents 

and will help us assess the impact cooperation can have on xenophobia. 

 

2. Research methodology at the time of Covid 19 

 

We started the project at the beginning of March 2020. During the first week 

of internship, a general meeting with the association took place to agree on a 

methodology, but a few days later the Covid19 pandemic dramatically changed our 

work plan and forced us to work mainly online, using shared documents through 

internet and above all Graham Bell’s simple invention called a phone. Surprisingly, 

we came to the conclusion that this uncertain situation led to positive changes and 

allowed us to reinvent new forms of organisation to reach our goals. In fact, our 

methodology was based on two main actions that we simultaneously achieved.  

The first one was the classification and the study of the association 

documents. As it often happens with associations, most of the documents were 

either at the office, somehow archived, or in boxes at the members’ houses. Given 

the 2-month lockdown in France, we could only use previously digitized documents 

and rely on the members’ good will to scan them. For the other handwritten and 

printed documents, we had to wait until May 11th and the end of the lockdown to 

look at them and classify them. By the beginning of July 2020, this comprehensive 

analysis of all documents was finished and it helped us draw a table of all activities 

carried throughout the history of the association. We therefore were able to know 

who had organized the several activities, when and how.  

The second one was to record the points of view of fifty people that had 

been involved at one time or another with the association. We carried out both semi-

structured oral interviews and written questionnaires. We proceeded in a circular 

manner, starting from the main actors and founders of the association, the so-called 

bureau (management committee) to gradually move to persons that could be 

ordinary members of the association, simply friends and that were involved in some 
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of the association’s activities as participant or as partner such as the Besançon 

international relations office, the Erasmus office of the university of Franche-Comté 

etc. In the first weeks of April, we spoke to ten members, most of them founders of 

Franche-Sylvanie or with a long commitment within the association and all of them 

French. The aim of these interviews was above all to gather everyone's experiences, 

to reconstruct the history of the association's beginnings, to discuss the future and 

to evaluate the activities carried out over the years. Then, from mid-April to the 

beginning of July, we contacted 46 other partners of Franche-Sylvanie, including 30 

Romanians and 16 Frenchmen. The Romanians interviewed were linked to the 

association either by collaborating with the Bistriţa-based Romanian association 

ARFA (Asociaţia pentru Resurse Francofone Active), or by being professionals from 

Romanian public institutions or volunteers from the association who currently live, 

work or study in France. These interviews allowed us to obtain a cooperative point 

of view from the Romanian counterpart, a point of view from outside the heart of 

the association and allowed us to assess the bilateral cooperation process from the 

two countries. The 16 other interviews were aimed at French people who have 

participated in a  way or another to the life of Franche-Sylvanie, mainly from regional 

public institutions, volunteers or workers in the fields of education, health or 

communication. These interviews allowed us to analyse the current and historical 

networks from a local point of view as well as to assess the synergies of working with 

local partners and to try to make a forecast on future projects. Thanks to this work, 

we have been able to identify five key characteristics that have made the 

cooperation possible and that we will explain in the analysis to follow. 

 

3. Writing the story of 30 years of Franche-Sylvanie:  writing about bridges and special 

kinds of migration 

 

Even though Franche-Sylvanie was created in 1994, its first activities date 

back to 1989 and developed largely after the Romanian “revolution” of December 

1989. In 1990, indeed, some inhabitants of Besançon that were in contact with 

Romania decided to create the Association de Solidarité Roumanie de 

l’Agglomération Bisontine (ASRAB). Within this framework, the first convoys of 

material and the first exchanges started as an interviewee remembers:  

During 1989, the first activity was a huge call for donations. 38 tons of material were 
gathered in Besançon. There was a volunteer move to organize in order to know the 
real situation in Romania. Thus, in 1990, the organization called ASRAB has been 
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created as a result of the growing awareness of the political, economic and social 
situation of Romania2.  

After a few years, in 1994, this structure gave birth to the Association 

Franche-Sylvanie, a name that unifies Franche-Comté, the name of the region of 

which Besançon was the capital until the 2016 merge with neighbouring Burgundy 

and Transylvanie, Transilvania, the Romanian region with which the founders of the 

association had contacts. These contacts were often a combination of work and 

personal relations as a second interviewee put it:  

No political motivations, really an attachment to a people, like between two people. 
A very strong link has been created between us3.   

Since 1994, Franche-Sylvanie is pursuing two main objectives thus 

structuring its various activities. The first main objective of the association is to carry 

out bilateral cooperation actions with the city of Bistriţa and the village of Parva 

(both in North-East Transylvania) in the fields of culture, economic development, 

education, law and medicine. The Romanian association ARFA, mentioned above, is 

the necessary counterpart of Franche-Sylvanie, as well as the various tied 

collaborations with French and Romanian governmental and non-governmental 

institutions.  

There were different ways of doing exchanges. For Franche-Sylvanie, there 

were humanitarian objectives and they wanted cultural practice to be shared with 

Romania, by learning from each other4. The close work relations between the two 

associations grew rapidly and extended to a more political and administrative 

cooperation and twinning between the municipalities of Besançon and Bistriţa.  

The contacts with ARFA exist since the year 1991 and we have had a frequent 

contact to see how people live in Romania. The contacts between the persons linked 

 
2 “Pendant l’année 1989, la première activité fut un gigantesque appel au don. Une grande 

collecte organisée à Besançon de 38 tonnes du matériel. Il y avait un mouvement 

d’organisation bénévole en France pour connaître la réalité de la situation en Roumanie. Alors, 

pendant l’année 1990 l’organisation ASRAB a été créé à cause de la sensibilisation pour la 

situation politique, économique et sociale de la Roumanie » (translated by the authors). 

Interviewee 1, member of Franche-Sylvanie, 60-80 years old. 
3 « Pas de motivation politique, vraiment un attachement pour un peuple, comme entre deux 

personnes. Un lien très fort s’est établi parmi nous. » (translated by the authors) Interviewee 

2, Funding member of Franche-Sylvanie, 60-80 years old. 
4 “Il y avait des différentes façons de faire les échanges. Pour Franche-Sylvanie, les objectifs 

étaient humanitaires et ils voulaient que les pratiques culturelles soient échangées avec la 

Roumanie, en apprenant les uns des autres » (translated by the authors). Interviewee 3, 

Funding member of Franche-Sylvanie, 60-80 years old.   



 
 Cooperation and Migration between France and Romania 

JIMS - Volume 15, number 2, 2021 

 

63 
   

to the association are very important, in Romania and here)5.   

Or:  

 I think that Franche-Sylvanie and ARFA have contributed their part to the 

instauration of official relations between Bistriţa and Besançon6.   

 Besides this first objective, the association has also been seeking since its 

beginning to contribute to promote Romanian culture in Besançon and its 

surroundings, through socio-cultural and educational actions such as participation to 

the Solidarity Christmas Market called Marché de Noël Solidaire:  

At the Christmas Market, every year since 2001, we wish that the visitors can 

appreciate the craft and cultural richness of this country to be discovered and to give 

information about the projects we are implementing. This activity is organized by 

Recidev, a network of associations for international solidarity7.  

 This activity as well as others such as the Saison France Roumanie – a series 

of cultural events throughout 2019 in occasion of the 100th anniversary of the Union 

of Romania – are targeted to a wide audience and sometimes organised in 

partnership with local public institutions. They contribute to cast new light on today’s 

Romanians and change the negative image that they sometimes have in France due 

to several stereotypes such as a widespread poverty and a high criminality rate. They 

also give visibility to the association, both in Besançon and outside, and it has had an 

influence on the institutional relations. Year after year, project after project, trip 

after trip, the association has indeed developed a close relationship with the village 

of Parva and the city of Bistriţa. In 1997, Bistriţa and Besançon became officially twin 

cities and, from then on, there are every year official visits from both sides. The 

twinning between Besançon and Bistriţa went through a period of intense activity in 

the 2000s, supported by the simultaneous actions of Franche-Sylvanie in Parva and 

Bistriţa. These exchanges occurred in fields as diverse as health and education, 

 
5 “Les relations avec l'ARFA existent depuis l’année 1991 et nous avons un contact fréquent 

pour voir comment les gens vivent en Roumanie. Les contacts avec les personnes liées à 

l'Association sont très importants, en la Roumanie et ici  » (translated by the authors). 

Interviewee 4, Funding member of Franche-Sylvanie, 60-80 years old.  
6 “Je pense que Franche Sylvanie et l'ARFA ont eu leur part de contribution à l'établissement 

des relations officielles entre Bistrita et Besançon » (translated by the authors). Interviewee 

28, Collaborator with ARFA, 50-60 years. 
7 “Dans le Marché de Noël, chaque  année, depuis l’année 2001, nous  

souhaitions  que  le  public   puisse  apprécier   les  richesses artisanales  et 

culturelles  de  ce  pays à découvrir et faire connaitre  les projets que  nous  mettions  en  place.   

Cette activité est organisée par Recidev, un réseau d'associations pour la solidarité 

internationale. » (translated by the authors)  Interviewee 2 
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justice and culture, etc. It contributed to shape decentralised cooperation in the 

framework of programs such as Teritorii led by the two municipalities (2001-2007) 

or, years later, Comenius Regio led by the Cercoop Franche-Comté (Center of 

International Cooperation of Franche-Comté) in association with a large number of 

partners, including both municipalities (2012-2014). 

Exchanges are based on a shared discovery of a common job. During the first 

years, besides the general demand of Romanians (students, teachers) to discover 

France, the main reason for these exchanges was to discover the cultural working 

context. In the same way, there have been interesting things to observe in the 

Romanian teaching system : the relations between parents and professors; certain 

methods, the important proximity between professors and students, their important 

role in accompanying them in the following years at school, the valorization of their 

successes, the preparation of school parties, the “natural”, the respect and the 

spontaneity of students in front of teachers8.    

Romania's entry into the European Union in 2007 completely changed the 

way cooperation with Romania was made. Indeed, France and Romania could apply 

to the same European funding and it was much easier for Romanians to travel within 

the EU and for Western European companies to implement plants in Romania, 

especially in the western part of the country, namely in the regions of Transylvania 

and Banat.  

Before 2007, people needed an association to go abroad like in France and 

to have a visa. That is why many people passed through ARFA (from different working 

classes) to go to discover France and that many Frenchmen went to discover 

Romania. French-Romanian couples were established. Since 2007 and the entry in 

the European Union things have changed9.                

 
8 Les échanges sont fondés sur une découverte partagée d’une profession commune. Dans les 

premières années, outre la demande générale des roumains (élèves, professeurs, …) de 

découvrir la France, le support de ces échange a bien été de découvrir le contexte culturel dans 

lequel exerçaient les personnels. De la même forme, Il y avait des choses intéressantes à 

observer dans l’enseignement roumains : les relations entre les parents et les professeurs ; 

certaines méthodes, la grande proximité des professeurs avec leurs élèves, le rôle éminent dans 

l’accompagnement de leur scolarité ultérieures, la valorisation des réussites, la préparation des 

fêtes scolaires, le « naturel », le respect et la spontanéité des élèves vis-à-vis des enseignant  

(Entrevista nº6, Miembro fundador de Franche-Sylvanie, Entre 60 y 80 años) 
9 « Avant 2007, les gens avaient besoin d'une association pour partir à l'étranger comme en 

France et pour avoir son visa. C'est comme ça que beaucoup de personnes sont passées par 

l'ARFA (de différents milieux professionnels) pour aller découvrir la France et aussi beaucoup 

de personnes françaises elles sont aller à découvrir la Roumanie. Des binomes franco-roumains 
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Situated only 100 kilometres away from Cluj-Napoca, one of Romania’s 

economic capitals, Bistriţa benefitted from this growth. At the same time, Romanians 

started to migrate to Italy and Spain thus reinforcing the connections between these 

countries like between Friuli-Venezia Giulia and Transylvania as Adina Cornea 

demonstrated it in 2008 and 2019 (Cornea, 2008, 2019) or when, for instance, the 

county of Timisoara was nicknamed Trevisoara and the eighth province of Veneto. 

The way cooperation had been made so far therefore changed and the framework 

within which the associations had been working so far was completely turned upside 

down. Consequently, Franche-Sylvanie had to adapt and developed new forms of 

partnerships involving more actors and more linked to cultural aspects than before. 

Between 2010 and 2016 activities such as Comenius Regio, the Festival Destination 

Roumanie, and the Festival de Théâtre Universitaire, among others were developed 

in association with a large number of partners: more than before, networks became 

essential for the association’s activities.  

With regard to Comenius Regio, the particularity of this programme is that 

we have brought together different actors and we worked both on the formal and 

informal. Everything seemed to me fascinating, I was discovering the relations 

between actors10.       

Since 2016, the association has continued to build networks with local and 

international public institutions, cultural and educational exchanges have remained 

active and every year internships for students or activities to continue learning from 

Romania and from France in Romania are carried out. Franche-Sylvanie seems today 

quite dynamic and it is striking to note the importance of interpersonal relations in 

its 30 years of activities:  

The cooperation between France and Romania is also the cooperation 

through friendship, between two cities. The cooperation between Besançon and 

Bistriţa or Parva is lively. It is dynamic. There are authentic bonds of friendship 

between the cities. All this friendship has been cultivated throughout the years. For 

me, the motor of friendship are the meetings between people that appreciate 

 
se sont établis. Depuis 2007 et l'entrée dans l'Union Européenne les choses ont changé ». 

(Interviewee 11, Former president of ARFA, between 40 and  60 years) 
10 « Par rapport à Comenius Regio, la particularité de ce programme est que nous avons 

mélangé différents acteurs et on a travaillait à la fois sur le formel et l’informel. Tout me 

paraissait passionnant, je découvrais les relations entre acteurs. » Interviewee 24, Student 

collaborator, 30-40 years. 
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themselves, that get on well together and that have things to share11.    

This excursus in the history of Franche-Sylvanie and in its current situation 

raises several questions. What has been the impact of the partnership on 

cooperation between France and Romania? What was the process? What are the 

characteristics of the partnership that have been decisive for the cooperation? 

Should this work be continued? In which way? Which stereotypes and which forms 

of xenophobia the association has been faced with over the years? How has the 

association been able to work with the Romanians immigrating to France? Some 

answers to these questions can be found in the analysis of the association activities 

and its perspectives of growth. 

 

4. Analysis and perspectives 

4.1. Knowledge sharing as a means of cooperation 
 

During this work, we have analysed the activities that Franche-Sylvanie has 

carried out throughout the years and we could see that most of these have been a 

means of sharing cultures, contributing to train people and allowing the 

development of new projects as well as of a network of partners. In order to collect 

and classify the information, we prepared a summary in the form of a calendar of 

the association's activities, which also served to analyse the type of activities carried 

out each year, their impact and their duration The oldest and current activities of the 

association are related to the field of education and since the early 1990s, the 

association has been committed to sharing training knowledge in both Romania and 

France. 

We have also highlighted the work to spread Francophonie, which has been 

a means of sharing common cultural values, discussing political and economic issues, 

strengthening the exchange of knowledge and supporting linguistic and cultural 

diversity. In this way knowledge sharing was used as a means of what can be called 

“critical cooperation”. We came to the conclusion that this kind of cooperation is a 

way of achieving bidirectional richness as our analysis shows. We have also found 

 
11 « La coopération parmi la France  et la Roumanie c'est la coopération par l'amitié, entre 2 

villes. La coopération entre Besançon et Bistrita ou Parva est vivante. Elle est dynamique. Il y 

a des authentiques liens d'amitié entre les villes. Toute cette amitié a été cultivée au fil des 

années. Pour moi, le moteur de l'amitié sont rencontres de personnes qui s'apprécient, qui ont 

des atomes crochus et qui ont des choses à partager. » Interviewee 12, journalist and 

collaborator of Franche-Sylvanie, 60-80 years).  
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another type of exchange that allows us to get to know other cultures, this time 

without having to travel to another country, like the activity at the Christmas market. 

During this market, Romanian trade, culture, art and crafts are promoted, allowing 

us to get in touch with local producers in Romania and to keep in touch with the old 

members since 1992 and the new members of the association. Moreover, this 

activity permits to raise money by and for the association and for the Romanian 

producers, thus enriching both sides. 

The project of ecotourism first implemented in 1997 that promotes local 

production and exchange of know-how is another good example of a new kind of 

cooperation. This project opens new possibilities for local participation to develop 

local agriculture and trade. It is therefore an opportunity to work without hierarchy 

with Romanian farmers by creating a specific network. The opportunity of this 

project is amplified by the possibility of learning about the concept of responsible 

tourism, the respect for the environment and the development of sustainable 

economy. In this way, the project was planned to help making it possible to continue 

learning about Romania. 

The 2019 Saison France-Roumanie which aimed at breaking down 

stereotypes about Romania and revitalise Franco-Romanian relations is another 

relevant example. In the organization of the event, a steering committee with all 

partners involved in the project was set up and this format is interesting because the 

steering system allows associations to carry out joint projects and also allows the 

governance of civil society. Thus, this type of project allows a more active 

participation of the partners, richer and more constructive, as we have seen 

previously.  

The latest example of projects promoting the exchange of knowledge and, 

in this case, innovative in terms of governance, is Comenius Regio. This programme 

supported the organisation of teacher exchanges, training activities and the 

exchange of teaching tools. The project supported both by Besançon and Bistriţa 

aims at developing the European dimension of school education by promoting joint 

cooperation activities between cities, bringing together several of their schools and 

associative partners. This project, coordinated by the former Cercoop with a broad 

participation of actors, has the particularity to be based on a horizontal methodology 

shared at European scale. We can say that this way of developing projects allows us 

to be among actors from different territories, to share cultures and to exchange 

ideas on the methodology of citizenship education at the level of school teachers. 
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4.2. From humanitarian cooperation to decentralized cooperation 
 

A second characteristic will help us identify the importance of evolving in the 

conception of cooperation in order to achieve new types of cooperation that can be 

suited to the context and getting rid of an assistance-based methodology in the field 

of cooperation. The information gathered on the political context in Romania in the 

association's historical archives and the data from the interviews allowed us to 

analyse how cooperation has developed and what perspectives or methodologies 

have been used over the years. Today, it can be said that decentralised cooperation 

is the way to develop Franche-Sylvanie actions. However, as we will see, this has not 

always been the case. 

At the beginning of the twinning between France and Romania, at the end 

of 1989, and during the 1990s, the forms of cooperation were focused on aids, as 

most of the actions were aimed at sending material or food resources. However, 

from the very first years of the association's life, Franche-Sylvanie relied on one of 

its greatest levers: the introduction of the personal dimension in cooperation 

actions. This is why, in an avant-garde way, the Association first adopted actions in a 

critical, transforming and reciprocal logic. We can draw many examples from the 

activities carried out throughout the 1990s from the training of doctors, actions or 

the establishment of professional relations in the field of justice to the first French-

speaking camps. The first actions developed by Franche-Sylvanie in education were 

an example for a kind of decentralised cooperation which has, over the years, 

become a characteristic of the association. The creation of this kind of cooperation 

has been made possible by the networking and organisation of civil society, two 

fundamental characteristics of cooperation over the years. This organisation and 

networking have made it possible to build up the great diversity of the association's 

projects that have been carried out until today. The fact that the work of the 

association is based on a network helps strengthening and often facilitate 

cooperation.  

 

4.3. Networking, a constructive tool for cooperation 
 

Since its creation in 1994, Franche-Sylvanie has built up a solid network of 

institutional partners in both France and Romania. Civil society, as we shall see 

below, is also a fundamental actor for promoting and achieving the various 
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objectives set up throughout the years. This networking is carried out by different 

partners such as the Romanian counterpart of Franche-Sylvanie, ARFA, the 

municipalities of Besançon and Bistriţa, the cultural services of both countries, the 

Council of Europe, the multi-actor network of the former Cercoop (now called 

Bourgogne Franche-Comté International), an association dedicated to international 

cooperation and solidarity, the Rectorat de l’Académie de Besançon (the entity 

responsible for state-run primary and secondary education), the School Inspectorate 

of Bistriţa, the Citizenship Development Network with the aim of raising awareness 

and educating on solidarity issues, the Romanian products association PRODUS, the 

University of Franche-Comté, several institutes and schools in both countries, local 

social entities as well as the individual partners who are part of the association or 

who have collaborated in a way or another as volunteers, exchange, civic service, 

etc. Thus, when we talk about the work of Franche-Sylvanie, we are not only talking 

about the activities that have been managed by the association, but we are looking 

at an articulated and horizontal work with different actors at local and international 

level, which clearly enriches the cooperation actions because the diversity offers a 

wide view and makes it possible to join different working forces with the same 

objective. 

This networking is largely possible thanks to the twinning between the two 

cities institutionalised in 1997. In the field of decentralised local cooperation, a 

network of active and organised actors is always essential for the defence of local 

democracy and therefore of local policies. These forms of institutional twinning 

constitute a form of governance through individuals, national and regional 

institutions agreeing on initiatives in order to develop common objectives. Thus, 

governance is possible and legitimate if there is active participation in all processes, 

that is to say in the diagnosis, in the articulation of interests, in discussions, in the 

analysis of alternatives and in evaluations. 

 

4.4. The role of civil society: from volunteering to institutionalization 
 

We cannot ignore the fact that this institutionalised work was promoted 

from the very beginning by conscious, informed and critical Romanians and French 

people ready to organise themselves, to create projects and to learn about other 

cultures both professionally and personally. Thus, the driving force behind all the 

actions is and has been the civil society which, with constant work throughout the 



                      
Marina ARCUSA MESA, Frédéric SPAGNOLI 

JIMS - Volume 15, number 2, 2021 

 

70 
 

years, can have an influence on the institutional sphere and constitutes a wide 

network of collaboration between France and Romania. For these cooperation 

policies to remain active, the participation of the different actors involved in the 

processes and the search for consensus are necessary. Thus, they share actions and 

proposals to improve the social, political and economic situation. The various 

projects therefore become a development tool and an instrument for reducing local 

inequalities, offering through them different resources. All these projects are always 

developed through networking and communication between the partners involved, 

whether they are professionals working in public or private institutions or individuals 

participating in an individual capacity, such as members of an association, local 

producers, students and volunteers. It is then civil society that is the driving force 

behind all the actions developed, as active Romanians and French people aware of 

local needs for the development of coherent and critical cooperation actions which, 

through political advocacy, have managed to involve institutions over the years. 

 

4.5. The affective bond and work from informality 
 

At the end of this study, we came to the conclusion that the affective bond 

has been an element present in all interviews, not only when talking about people 

but also about activities. Indeed, we could feel a certain form of affection towards 

the actions developed in cooperation, which is an element that crosses the history 

of the association and is present in all the people who have been part of it since its 

creation. All the interviewees report their experience with a certain emotion and a 

direct link to the activity developed, to the territory or to other people in the network 

of the association. A strong and permanent emotional bond between all the 

members of the association and external agents has therefore made it possible to 

forge a sense of belonging to the association. 

This affectivity is due to the horizontal relationships that people maintain 

with the environment. For this bond to last throughout the history of the association, 

it has been necessary for this pattern to be established from the earliest forms of 

cooperation in the 1990s and to have been shared for other predecessors. We can 

say that the link to the people who were part of the cooperation project and the 

personal motivation of each participant has been the engine of the actions. Then, 

the interpersonal issues and the organization of sensitized people from both 

countries have made it possible to prioritize the interests of individuals over general 
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political interests. 

In the day-to-day work of the association, all decisions are taken by 

consensus thus allowing a kind of respect for all and listening to all the members, 

which has facilitated the permanence of its members within the association. In this 

way, all decisions and actions have been developed through assembly processes in 

formal and informal spaces. Informality during decision-making and during the 

execution of some of the actions has been another key element throughout the 

history of the association. We refer to informality as the way to plan or carry out 

actions without the need to have a framework in formal meetings. This means that 

since the beginning of the association, the tasks to be carried out have gone beyond 

the professional field. Examples are all the ideas that have been developed from 

dinners, excursions, friendly meetings, etc. 

Finally, we can say that the characteristics that have allowed the longevity 

of the association have been the link between the participants and the fact of 

carrying out the actions from volunteering with the motivation to learn from another 

culture. The strong and permanent relationships that have been established 

between the members of the association and its members has allowed to invest in 

energy for the actions, but also to overcome the difficulties; with a constant desire 

to question and invent new forms of action.  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

With this analysis of the Association Franche-Sylvanie, we have seen an 

example of the characteristics beyond 30 years of history of cooperation with 

Romania. The knowledge of the history of the association has allowed us to know 

what can be repeated and what needs to be improved. This work has also served to 

rethink the future of the Association, as it wondered whether, after all these years, 

it should continue and how. Thanks to the interviews, we were able to obtain many 

proposals for the continuation of the association. These have already been and will 

be used to shape new projects and to draw up a work plan to improve the 

weaknesses detected. 

One of the weaknesses analysed is the current lack of participation by new 

members of the association and new volunteers. This is a fairly common problem for 

the association as it is based on voluntary participation and requires a huge amount 

of commitment and time. The proposal is to open up new activities based on working 
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with the members' network and to invest in improving the association's 

communication. Currently, the association has identified the need to train and 

retrain with new technologies in order to reach a wider audience and thus improve 

participation issues. Along with the lack of new members, one has to underline the 

very low participation of Romanians from Besançon in the association: it is without 

any doubt a challenge for the association.  

Besides, in order to continue the two-way work between France and 

Romania, the association considers it important to rethink the position of the 

association in the way of cooperation. This means analysing the demand of both 

countries before proposing an action to ensure a critical and horizontal cooperation. 

On the other hand, the role of the public institutions involved must be strong in order 

to maintain the articulation of the network. Another major commitment of the 

association concerns the mobilisation of young people, giving room to new projects 

created by them and linked to the objectives of the association. It is therefore 

important to strengthen the link between the university and local institutes in order 

to develop this line of work. This strategy aims to give continuity to the association 

and to involve new actors. 

Finally, the last point to be strengthened for cooperation is the one related 

to the cultural valorisation of activities. For the association, the idea of sharing 

different cultures contributes to the training of people and allows a wide range of 

knowledge. The association understands that diversity is a stimulus that questions 

us, that serves the limits we know and that obliges us to develop new ways of seeing, 

understanding or relating - in short, of living. Diversity is therefore the driving force 

behind personal and social progress, a source of creativity and a demand for 

innovation. Thus, Franche-Sylvanie is committed to continue organising cultural 

activities and to bring the richness of Romanian culture to Besançon. To conclude, 

Franche-Sylvanie has developed over time a model of cooperation with Romania that 

we believe represents a model of cooperation that works between the two 

countries. One of the strong points of the association is the constant questioning to 

which the association submits itself and the adaptation to the different economic, 

political and social contexts. For all the above mentioned aspects, Franche-Sylvanie 

has been, over the years, a powerful tool against racism, stereotypes and 

xenophobia.  
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Abstract. Communication serves the symbolic exchange of common, shared meanings and 
has a captious role in shaping the Social Construction of Covid-19. Influencing behavior and 
attitudes and advocating for a proper position and an adequate behavior, health 
communication along with the political discourse in Romania during the Pandemic was 
circumscribed to a defensive strategy aiming to manage the crisis in a society defined by a 
polarized imaginary and catastrophe consumption. Diaspora was targeted as a potential 
enemy in the public discourse and Mass media was seduced by this approach multiplying the 
effect of the lack of any professional risk strategy and increasing the climate of fear and 
mistrust. As a methodological approach, I have used Qualitative methods in Content Analysis 
and Critical Discourse Analysis, especially due to their merit, as non-reactive and non-
intrusive methods, applied on public discourse in mainstream media and online. The 
segregation of the population by dividing Romanians into those who left and those who 
stayed, was observed as a vulnerable strategy unable in the long run to be a convincing 
approach and harming social solidarity. The collective imaginary and the public perception 
are seriously affected by ambivalence and de-rationalization of the manipulative public 
discourse when the social solidarity is redefined. 
 
 
Keywords: social construction; health communication; Covid-19 pandemic; public discourse; 
de-rationalization; solidarity; hate speech 
 
 

1. Introduction 

 

Living in a world full of risks, makes our existence hardly predictable. 

Uncertainty as the main feature of risk (Sellnow et al., 2009) has a profound impact 

on our quality of life and increases our vulnerability and the COVID-19 pandemic put 

the world in an unprecedented situation, although many other crises, including 

sanitary ones had happened during the time. But uncertainty regarding health risk 

information affects people differently, takes different forms (Waters et al., 2014) and 
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implies different responses: some people respond with more trust towards 

information and awareness, others are mistrustful.  

The communication phenomena as a bidirectional road, influencing the 

public opinion and being under the public impact, is one of interest in the present 

paper. Mass media plays a captious role within the crisis management and tackling 

media discourse as a focus of this research was made taking into account the 

typology of media roles in delivering urgent information and interpreting them, 

monitoring the authorities and the crisis management, educating the public, 

enabling and support networks that aid affected people. Classic media forms and 

more and more online news media have several unique characteristics, enabling 

them to “perform well in carrying out their social duties in a crisis” (Powers & Xiao, 

2014: 71). 

Not ultimately the way media delivers information is essential for improving 

public health in the effort of influencing social norms and to change attitudes, 

knowledge, creating role models, stimulating debates etc. (Singhal et al., 2004), 

strengthening the educational dimension of various types of media and inflicting a 

more pronounced responsibility for all social actors. Health risks communication is 

not only a media professionals’  task, but one for organizations, politicians, health 

practitioners. However, the stakes riding on public understanding are high for the 

communicators and any pursuit of sensationalism of several media industries, 

making risk more severe, it’s a disruptive factor that must be accounted for. The way 

crisis situation is perceived is relevant as long as “crises become crises only when 

they are perceived as such” (Conrad and McIntush, 2003: 412).  

Highly visible events have been triggered perceptions on the existing crisis, 

leading to action and capturing the attention of the media and policymakers. A 

marked oriented sensationalism was detected even at the beginning of 2003’ when 

SARS spread in Asia and SARS terminology became mainstream as a combination of 

scientists efforts, media pursuits of profit and audience, organizational ideology, 

socio-cultural ideas and personal feelings of different social actors involved in. (Chen, 

2016) Epidemics have entered the common language through media agency and 

today there is no channel, person, organization who does not use technical terms 

that until recently were practically unknown for most of us. Public discourse suffers 

from a real inflation of COVID terminology. 

In order to understand how a new social construction occurred, we 

examined the public discourse in Romania looking at the interaction between the 
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media and the political leaders and how their performance influenced people’s 

expectations. Using the social construction perspective with respect to health 

communication means to “unpack the sociocultural sources of symbolic usage in 

health care” and to understand “how meanings emerge from contextual and political 

sources in ways that mold health beliefs and behaviors, clinical judgments, and 

organizational routines” (Sharf and Vanderford, 2003: 12). 

One of the heaviest difficulties occurred in health communication on Covid-

19 crisis was that one cannot perceive himself as an ill person, and the virtual 

exposure at the virus was perceived rather as a risk issue then as a health one. The 

topic accompanied by fake news and speculations started to invade the public space 

and the social imaginary.  

 

2. Hypotheses and Methods 

 

2.1 Hypothesis 1: Social Construction of Covid-19 Crisis in Romania is shaped on a 
polarized imaginary 
 

There is a Social Construction of Covid 19 in Romania mediated by the public 

discourse, drafted onto the social culture, nourished by the appetite for disaster 

consumption and substantiate by the polarization of the collective imaginary. The 

social construction of reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1991) makes possible an 

overlapping of worlds, representations, way of understanding reality. Language, as 

the most important sign system of human society, plays a prominent role in the 

process of construction. 

In Romania, beginning with February-March 2020, the public discourse on 

Covid-19 was shaping reality on several levels: offering information and data, 

creating a semiotic of crisis, struggling to manage the crisis even by manipulating 

audience. Seeing that communication, it is conceived as intersubjective mediation 

by signs and sign system and it’s covering the uncertainty by an institutional 

interpretation of facts, legitimating actions and nonactions, the public space was 

flooded by references to Covid-19. Scanning the quality of health communication in 

this respect, knowing that the irrational behavior is sometime a consequence of poor 

communication (Scherer and Juanillo, 2003) was a method of having a perspective 

on the very construction of Covid-19 Social Construction in Romania. Analyzing 

public discourse, we applied a paradigm of studying a phenomenon in accordance 

with the idea that a discourse is part of a discoursive situation, able to generate a 
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process of co-construction of reality. This paradigm ofers a perspective on social 

reality which is not a fact that language translate, copy, convey, but a reality that is 

constructed (maintained or renewed) through the semantic transactions that people 

update in their social interactions. Discourse does not reproduce a (unique) world, 

but one of the possible worlds, where the basic postulate is summarized as follows: 

every word has a persuasive intention (Dorna, 1989). We also took into account the 

public appetite for disasters and the context of a dramatized world we are living in, 

“a precarious one” (Berger and Luckmann, 1991). 

The analysis grid applied comprises: “what” happened, “when”, to “whom” 

and “were”” targeting the temporal, social and special relevance of the phenomenon 

(Berger and Luckmann, 1991, Endress, 2019). Communicating about catastrophes we 

are interpreting and legitimate events, valuing and judging, constructing 

expectations, settling out criteria, structuring the world, creating an order even in 

such a disruptive event as a catastrophe is. Baudrillard launched the very intuitive 

expression: “the consumed vertigo of catastrophe” (Baudrillard, 1996). 

 

2.2 Hypothesis 2: Reason won’t be enough! The political discourse’s dynamic 
rational-emotional it is exploited in order to increase risk message efficiency. 
 

De-rationalizing the discourse, putting an emotional emphasis, the public 

and politic narrative changes the framework, deflecting attention from the 

Government actions to external factors. This situation could be lectured as a strategy 

of hiding administrative mistakes and inability to manage the crisis. Political 

discourse involves a series of specific features, often reflecting the atomization of 

the social reality, generated and related by it, demanding a specific and critical 

approach. Romanian contemporary political discourse analysis reveals a dual profile 

of the imaginary, a mythical dimension of the representation, a strange pairing 

between pre-modern and post-modern (Goudenhooft 2013). 

 

2.3 Hypothesis 3: Shaming and blaming – a strategy for pointing out sources and 
shifting responsibility. 
 

 Shaming and blaming it is part of a strategy of finding an explanation and to 

point out someone in the very climate of uncertainty under the appearance of 

empowering people, returning on some sensitive category, as diaspora is, and saying 

They spread the virus coming back in Romania!  
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The research is based on a content analysis of two types of discourses: 

political, official discourse and a media one. The main objectives are exploration, 

description and understanding: exploring the discursive space of the Covid-19 

social construction; description of the type of speech, subjects, topics and 

strategies in risk and health communication and discovering patterns of 

understanding phenomena and intentions beyond and through journalistic 

discourse. As a methodological approach, we have used Qualitative methods in 

Content Analysis and Discourse Analysis. In this study, my attempt is to rethink 

certain concepts and give their nuances, so it is also a conceptual approach.  

Content analysis is based on the hypothesis that media content will 

influence audience’s beliefs, attitudes, intentions, values or behaviors 

(Manganello & Fishbein, 2008) to a certain degree. According to George 

Gerbner’s and Larry Gross’ cultivation theory, people, being media users and 

being regularly exposed to media messages, are probably seeing, perceiving the 

world, the events and social realities in a way consistent with media 

representations. Cultivation, as an ongoing process of interaction among 

messages and contexts is able to strengthen the conviction of those who believe 

and to indoctrinate the “deviants” in a process called mainstreaming (Gerbner et 

al., 1986). 

We applied Cultivation theory for showing media’s role in social control, 

building consensus/agreement on diverse positions through shared values, 

priorities and discourse’s terms’ signification (Shanahan, J. and Morgan, 2004).  

Critical discourse analysis (CDA), offers a practical three-dimensional 

framework enabling the study of language text, discourse practice and socio-

cultural practice. Ruth Wodak (2002), Norman Fairclough (1995) and Teun van 

Dijk (2008) developed the approach and interpretation as of discourse, 

conceiving it an interaction between text and society, expanding thence the 

virtues of text analysis. The analysis of political discourse and media discourse 

during this research is primarily concerned with the identification of the different 

indicators used by the authors or by the characters of the narratives in their 

communicative acts. Using the indexicality, reflexivity and documentary levels of 

the analytic method for the authoritative political discourse, some questions 

arise: What is the context? How is the appeal occasioned? What actions are they 

part of? (Potter, 2004).  
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3.  Results 

3.1. Responsibility versus expectancies 
 

Narrative sense-making is an ambivalent process which frequently involves 

assigning responsibility and sometimes attributing blame (Powers and Xiao, 2008). 

One of the strongest narratives since the beginning of the pandemic in Romania was 

the one delivered by Romanian President Klaus Iohannis. Oscillating between reason 

and emotions, while the frightened people did not understand very well what was 

happening, locked in their houses, exchanging bread recipes on social networks and 

imagining how good they would all become after the pandemic experience, the 

message of a president who did not usually appear in public and do not communicate 

easily, occurred in a context of ambiguity, insecurity and loss of normal meaning of 

life. 

 

3.1.1. Health Belief Model – It’s time to scare people about Covid 
 

According to Janz & Becker (1984), a person must believe that a risk of 

acquiring a serious disease is imminent in order to perform a recommended health 

behavior and it must be represented a trustworthy cost-effective balance. So, the 

political decision to assign so Romanian President to transmitt public and official 

messages in a systematic, organized way, almost daily at the beginning of the 

pandemic, was likely to make people aware of how serious the situation is. Also it 

was about the Romanian Constitutional establishment on the state of emergency 

and about the presidentian attributions regarding the official declaration in 

extraordinary situations and the legal framework that involves the presidential legal 

acts – the decrees.  The Romanian president role was to increase exposure, being an 

influent, credible and attractive official.   

In theory there are several dimensions/criteria in selecting the source/the 

messenger: expertise and trustworthiness (which are the primary components of 

messenger credibility), authoritativeness but also familiarity, likability, and similarity 

to the target audience (which are facets of attractiveness). The messenger power 

dimension (control over rewards and punishments) that is central to interpersonal 

persuasion is not directly pertinent to the mass media situation (Morgan et al., 2002, 

Hofstede, 2010).  

Nevertheless, in the case of the Romanian President, Klaus Iohannis, we 

have to consider that institutions tend to be less attractive than individual 
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spokespersons, so using the same message on Presidency website people will 

perceive it as an institutional one, meanwhile broadcasting the message, it was made 

more personally and appealing. Also, selecting appropriate channels and formats on 

TV, radio, newspapers, online media, president Iohannis managed to increase 

message’s impact significantly, possibly affecting his public trust.  

Klaus Iohannis public interventions during the first semester of Covid-29 

crisis were unsettling becouse he was popularly perceived as a rather self-restrained 

public figure, reticent and distantly. Howerver, using an authorized language, by 

virtue of the position of power occupied, Iohannis’ discourse was a legite one, but its 

performance and persuasiveness depended not only on linguistic features, but also 

on its symbolic and ritual nature, subsumed by the general purpose of the political 

system of generating and maintain the belief that existing political institutions are 

the most appropriate for society. (Lipset, 1960, Goudenhooft 2014). 

The presence of topics such as safety, illness, death, solidarity in President 

Iohannis' speech is not accidental at all. This is a situation illustrating Ulrich Beck’s 

(1992) theory of crossing from the solidarity of need to solidarity motivated by 

anxiety, where the society dynamic is negative and defensive, being “no longer 

concerned with attaining something ‘good’, but rather with preventing the worst” 

(Hooke and Rogers, 2005: 9). The author query is that thus communities of danger 

are driving people to irrationalism. The invisible risks disempowered us and forced 

us to challenge the very notion of life worth flawing perceptions of reality.  

Regarding the role of President Iohannis as transmitter of essential and 

dramatic communiqués and in explaining some measures to stop the disastrous 

effects of the pandemic, it was a really difficult one and the chosen approach was 

one shaped on the specific mentality and social culture of Romanians. Presidency 

website exhibited the following principle: “Every citizen of our country must benefit 

from a transparent, clear and correct communication from the state institutions”. 

The political discourse we focused on is invested with classic characteristics 

described in the literature (Chomsky 2017; Fairclough, 1989; Van Dijk, 2002; Chilton, 

2004; Blackledge, 2005): the discourse is an image of the author; is part of a 

paradigm of social influence and persuasion; tries to create a ‘common-sense 

‘reality; is a key element in reproducing ideologies; contains a stake; uses persuasive 

strategic and logical patterns which are articulated by a logic of plausibility and 

situational-temporal communication contracts etc. Given this theoretical context, a 

significant element to consider is that the discourse we focus on was posted as 
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institutional message on the website of the presidency and broadcasted on all 

relevant TV and Radio channels, printed and distributed in newspapers, spread on 

the internet, blogs and social networks with a very large audience for both 

Romanians living in Romania or those living abroad.  

Studying president Iohannis message delivered as press release in 3’th of 

April 2020, the risk communication strategy with all the theoretical features set out 

above is validated. At first reading, the message sent prior to the day of the Orthodox 

Easter, was an exhortation to caution and wisdom, in order to take all necessary 

precautions, such physical distance, avoiding crowds, for protecting from Covid-19 

and for slowing the spread. The tradition of celebrating Easter, very popular in 

Romanian culture, where family members meet and spend time together is 

completed by the usual borders crowd of many Romanians coming from abroad 

home.  

 

Figure 1. Model of influencing health behavior 
 

  

 

Romania has one of the largest diasporas among EU member states, with 

more than 5 million people living abroad and is constantly growing. According to an 

OECD (2019) report on migration, in 2015 and 2016, Romania was identified as the 

second country with the highest population growth in the diaspora (7.3% per year), 
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after Syria. Another report from the World Bank (2018) shows that Romania has the 

largest increase in emigration between EU countries from 1990 to 2017. The largest 

host countries for Romania’s emigrant population are Italy and Spain, the hardest hit 

by the COVID-19 outbreak. Given these data, the president's appeal seems 

reasonable and is fitting the model of influencing health behavior (see Figure 1).  

 

3.2 Presidential discourse and sensemaking 

 

Applying Karl Weick (2009) theory about the nature of organized 

sensemaking, we detected indicators for a strategy of organizing narrative around 

the meaning of a new type of solidarity, the suggestion of finding another way of 

being together: “This year we will be with our loved ones, but from a distance”.  

According to this message one can distinguish a timeline and solidarity before and 

after 2020 (Figure 2).  

Solidarity and unity are one of the key combinations from the text. These 

appear as an assertive and non-assertive occurrence at the beginning, respectively 

at the end of the message: 

1. “It is essential that we are all aware of this (critical situation – a.n.), 

because there will be moments with a great emotional burden, which will test our 

solidarity and unity” (Iohannis, 2020). 

2. “Without solidarity, without the unity of the citizens, without the 

involvement of each of us, we will not succeed” (ibid.). 

The meaning of social solidarity is mutual support and cohesion between 

individuals, between members of a society, a shared group membership, a type of 

interdependence, responsibility and is to take care “of the needs and interests of 

underprivileged” persons. Solidarity implies reciprocity (but not the same type of 

obligations) and commitment to action. (Mishra & Rath, 2020, Davies & Savulescu, 

2019). In time of Covid-19 crise social distancing needs to be coupled with social 

solidarity in order to ensure an “effective tool for curbing the impact of the 

pandemic. Institutions, individuals, and communities have an indispensable role to 

play as a centripetal force of society to resist the centrifugal tendency of the novel 

coronavirus” (Mishra & Rath, 2020: 6).  

The solidarity sense targeted by the message of Klaus Iohannis in his press 

release is rather one of obedience to the rules, a reasonable appeal, so is a normative 

insight of solidarity.  
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           Figure 2. Timeline: solidarity’s dynamic 
 

  
 

Contextualizing the discourse, one can see the discourse emerges in line with 

health policy government’s vision and it is articulated mostly preventively. 

Articulated on the line of a social construction, the text combines contrasting 

perspectives, sometimes logically deficient shifting from rational to emotional based 

on cultural sensitivity plea. Social construction emphasizes the connectedness of 

context and significance.  

The context of the speech is specified from the beginning of the message: 

“We have entered, for several days, the most difficult stage of this complicated 

period generated by the coronavirus epidemic” (Iohannis, 2020). Some contextual 

indicators are rhetorical-persuasive using a style laden with superlative adjectives or 

dramatic epithets: the hardest stage, the complicated period, as long as possible, 

critical weeks, great emotional load, severe pandemic, the most important holiday 

etc. 

Rhetoric questions for increasing the dramatic effect like “How many more 

victims will the epidemic make?” and expressions with slight nuances of biblical topic 

“No one, I tell you, no one will be really safe until all of us shall be safe!” customize 

the message. 

Analyzing the discursive social construction, we noticed the language used 

to shape a reality shared to the public where it is a sort of complicity of sufferance: 
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verbs are predominantly in the first-person plural: we (we entered, we managed, we 

mourn, we know, we don’t know) so one can conclude: we are together in this crisis 

and we have to solve it together.  The sense of solidarity is being constructed and 

the President uses several persuasive techniques, launching some incentives in order 

to ensure the reciprocity of obligations and shaping the social construction as a 

normative structure, targeting: 

1. to change beliefs regarding the probability component, stressing the 

higher-than-expected probability “No one would be safe!”; 

2. to intensify the valence by emphasizing the severity of negative 

consequences: “the loss of human life will be more and more and 

serious cases, which require intensive medical treatment, will increase” 

3. to highlights the positivity of the benefits: “The sacrifices that each of 

us makes help enormously in limiting the spread of the infection”  

4. to raise the salience of those components of the expectancy-value 

equation that the audience already regards as advantageous (e.g., 

positively valued and likely consequences of a recommended practice) 

so that each of these components is weighted more heavily in the 

audience’s decision making – “Through a responsible attitude, we take 

an important step toward the time when our lives will return to 

normal”. 

His communication strategy included also negative appeals (is time to scare 

people!): “I appeal to the Romanians living in the Diaspora, a necessary call, but one 

that fills me with sadness: my dear ones, do not come home this year for the 

Holidays!”  

He is combining positive appeals and incentives with negative ones. But 

who’s the story and what bad things could happen? “The loss of human life will 

increase more and more and serious illness cases, requiring intensive medical 

treatment, will multiply” (Iohannis, 2020). 

Religious terms and topics were addressed in the context of forthcoming 

Easter: the tone has pastoral-care and religious nuances: I tell you, my dear ones, 

beloved ones, your neighbors, our duty, your sacrifice; abundance of religious terms 

and expressions: the most important Christian Holidays, Holidays of light, 

communion, solidarity and goodness, Resurrection of the Lord, Holidays, sacred 

holidays, Church, faith, dedication, devotion, manifestation of Christian love and love 

of neighbor.   
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The significance of using this inventory it is not just a circumstantial one. 

Under the pretext of approaching Orthodox Easter, the President uses a series of 

triggers that make sense in relation to the cultural and spiritual consciousness of the 

population. When a more effective exhortation to goodness, solidarity, humanity, 

community spirit, duty and sacrifice can be conveyed, than near the feast that 

celebrates God's highest sacrifice for man, the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, 

the Son of God?! 

In Klaus Iohannis discourse we found answers like this: “through the 

restrictive measures taken in time, we managed to delay it as long as possible”. There 

are more normative-prescriptive indicators regarding safety and responsibility, 

driving to the conclusion that in the realm of responsibility there is also solidarity: 

we cannot point out to government since we have our own responsibility in 

maintaining safety: “we know for sure that it is up to us to have as few (casualty) as 

possible!” and this is doable by “staying at home” and by “respecting as much as 

possible the rules of social distancing” (Ibid.). The periods of crises prove that there 

is a need of balance between the individual responsibility for their own health and 

the various types of institutional responsibility in ensuring the ethical and efficient 

medical services (Frunza, 2011: 169). 

There is a double responsibility: 1.  the authorities’ duty to act and 2. the 

population’s responsibility for inaction (to stay at home and keep social distance). Of 

course, the discourse on safety is somehow volatile, giving the pandemic dynamic 

and the question “How safe is safe enough?” (Okrent, 1986: 377) is one well-

founded. There is no unique definition of safe and the President’s promise of 

regaining the normality is hasty and ambiguous. However, to make his appeal even 

more convincing, the President makes an "innovation" in the logic of forms, 

launching a metaphor that violates Aristoteles logic and the square of oppositions. 

Let's examine the pathetic exclamation: “No one, I tell you, no one will be really safe 

until we all shall be safe!” (Iohannis, 2020) We have noticed that the logic 

infringement was intentionally produced in order to create an increased effect by 

denying the (real) possibility of some people to be safe without the entire 

community. This is also a strategy of making sense of the new solidarity disregarding 

discursive rationality and pretending that no individual would escape on his own way 

from the pandemic, but within a community choice aggregation, a path of new 

solidarity. 
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3.3. Diaspora, the hot potato and the new solidarity: Close by is staying away  

 

Nations, imagined communities, as Benedict Anderson (2006) defined them, 

normally comprise transnational groups defined by a common identity and 

attachment to a real or imaginary homeland. The large Romanian diaspora 

developed a strange love-hate relation with homeland - painful and full of 

resentments. Public anti-diaspora discourse has been a constant of the last decade 

and the term strawberry pickers has become a common pejorative name for those 

who have left the country to work abroad, regardless of the fact that the diaspora is 

so atomized that it includes both elites, and simple seasonal workers. Accused in 

their own country of abandoning families in order to take care of others, blamed for 

not paying taxes, boosting the underground economy, not supporting the education 

system, health or pensions in Romania, but claiming the right to vote, coming back 

only for holidays, they are often stigmatized, the several million people “a country 

out of the country” and they constitute the second Romania from abroad. 

Although Klaus Iohannis is not among those politicians who have had a 

conflicting relationship with the diaspora, as the left-wing politicians had, his speech 

from April 3, 2020 had considerable potential to escalate segregation between the 

two cathegories albeit his tone was quite restrained and almost humble. 

He addressed the Romanians from everywhere, the mainstream 

administration’s formula for diaspora, asking them, despite their desire of coming 

home to celebrate Easter, to stay away during the outbreak and to give up a tradition 

that in the pandemic context would endanger their families. He’s plea was made 

“with deep sadness but also sincerely” but was an urge: “they should not return 

home this year for the holidays”.  

Words like extremely dangerous in the same sentence with those you care 

about so much are compelling and he elaborated on the topic of being with “our 

loved ones from the distance” as “the only way we can express our affection for 

those we love without endangering their lives and health” (Iohannis, 2020). The 

requested painful sacrifice was (discursively) compensated with a promise reward of 

being together again in an ambiguous future: “so that we can be together again 

later”. 
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3.4. Shaming and blaming diaspora 
 

The Covid-19 pandemic has created unrest and uncertainty, shaking human 

beings’ existence all around the globe. Journalists were challenged by the task of 

gathering and sharing not only accurate information, but also, opinions, positions, 

perspective. The journalistic discourse has been assaulted not only with new topics 

of debate, but also with the appearance of new demons or the resurrection of the 

old ones; a visible enemy must be identified in addition to the invisible virus. Thus, 

the demonization of Other and the hate speech became inherent in the media 

landscape of 2020. Who is the enemy? The Government unable to protect us neither 

from virus nor of unemployment, getting rich from the crise’s expenses? The Political 

Opposition fostering chaos and preventing Government from introducing necessary 

measures? The Diaspora going back home to infect people?  

Narratives provide ways to make sense of the world. Reproducing narratives 

over and over on several media and online communities, the social construction 

around a phenomenon such as the Covid-19 pandemic is built concurrent with the 

processes through which people co-construct their understanding of the world using 

personal experience as a lens of perceiving the world, negotiating meanings, building 

identities. The anthropocentric perspective of Social Constructivism obsessed by 

conceiving the society as a “human product” is driving to the idea that the crises 

themselves are social constructions supported by language. The utterance of some 

powerful words as death, virus is influent in this perspective and we adhere to the 

idea that “language objectifies the world” transforming a dynamic experience into a 

cohesive order. “In the establishment of this order language realizes a world, in the 

double sense of apprehending and producing it” (Berger & Luckmann, 1991: 173).  

An appealing journal article, providing an emotional narrative and a 

meaningful episode, with the title “What have you done, Ion?” (a.t.), and further 

circulated on social networks with great success in March 2020 (an online audience 

over 277.000 views). A fictive character, Ion, symbolizing diaspora or the Romanians 

from abroad, as a collective character is getting out with the Covid-19 Outbreak from 

Italy is guilty as charged for spreading the illness in Romania. The story is as follows: 

Ion returns from Italy (Covid-19 cluster, quarantined area). Together with four other 

Romanians he crossed the borders by car, declaring in customs they travelled from 

Germany (area not quarantined at that time). Ion and his friends brought the virus 

to Romania. Once arrived at home he embraced his mother, a vulnerable person, old 

and diabetic. A party was organized ad hoc with many relatives and neighbors 
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without any precautions! After that Ion went to see old friends and acquaintances 

and finally, he went clubbing for a change. The next day he starts feeling bad, first 

with his throat, then a small fever and shiver. But he wasn’t worry not even then, 

lying to himself, pretending is just a negligible cold which can be cured with rest and 

tea. The situation worsens, he goes to the hospital where he lies declaring that he 

has not traveled abroad. Doctors were exposed to the virus. In the hospital, his 

health is deteriorating, Ion receives oxygen, he is tested, he is positive, but being so 

young and strong, he resists and after spending few days in the Intensive care and 

struggling to live, he recovers. Meanwhile, everyone with whom Ion have had 

contact gets sick, including the doctors from the hospital who closes. Ion’s mother, 

seriously ill, is forced to find a hospital into another city where she dies alone. Ion 

finds out all this after he left the hospital, receiving information from Facebook. The 

story ends with the philippic: “What have you done, Ion?” 

The Antihero narrative and the complexity of the moral implications 

constitutes a response to the official narrative about social distancing, new solidarity, 

being accountable with fellows’ health. In a text of 396 words, terms from the Covid-

19 inventory have a low occurrence but the expressions of deceiving and fraudulent 

behavior are many: false statement in custom, negligence, disrespect of the isolation 

rules etc.    

The article style is a narrative type of writing, strongly addressed. Written in 

the second person singular, in the style of an open letter, intended to be read by a 

wide audience, it targeted several purposes: to create a sort of intimacy with the 

character and a tie between the reader and the character; to drive readers into the 

story: they are told what to feel and what to think about facts and how to assess the 

consequences; to create a complicity between readers and author in blaming the 

character Ion/diaspora for spreading the virus in Romania by negligence and lack of 

values; to bring readers closer to the narrator and create distance towards the 

character, including readers in the team of accusers, respectively of innocent victims 

of Ion’s actions.  

The writing is very alert, verbs prevailing and especially action-words, 

dynamizing the narrative: you return, you take, you travel, you arrive, you say, you 

come, you get out, you go clubbing etc. Regarding prejudices in depicting diaspora, 

we found an image of the second Romania: the one of who left for a better life 

abroad and then who returned in time of crisis, negligent, virus (asymptomatic) 

carriers, endangering everyone. Words and expressions like: you return with the 
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virus, you declare exactly, what have you done – are indicators of responsibility and 

guilt. 

Guiding the dynamic between the readers and the character, the narrative 

it is a making-sense process, it is controlling the meaning of the story, reinforcing the 

idea of responsibility, looking for culprits, igniting public opinion.  

  

4. Conclusions and limitations  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has added a new crisis to the already existing ones, 

generating predictable but also less expected responses. The multitude of 

information on health risk has affected people in various ways and neither distrust 

of the quality and truth of information nor manipulation has been avoided. 

During this period, the mass media manifested its function of 

communication and information, but also of forming public perception and partner 

in the social construction of Covid-19. The social construction of Covid-19 is closely 

linked to the interaction between the media and the public but also between 

politicians, government and the public through the media. We believe that their 

discursive performance decisively influenced the collective imaginary, people’s 

beliefs, fears and behavior. 

The first hypothesis, according to which the social construction of the Covid-

19 crisis in Romania was shaped around a polarized imaginary was verified both by 

distrust and ambivalence of public perception on government, doctors, media, all of 

them being considered either heroes or antiheroes, or even potentially felons, as 

well as regarding the deepening of the cleavage between the existence of a second 

Romania: that of the Romanians from the diaspora who was conflicted even more 

during the pandemic. 

The second hypothesis regarding the de-rationalization of public discourse 

was proved by the ambivalence of President Klaus Iohannis' speech analyzed in this 

paper, where we found that in addition to the inventory of rational arguments 

appropriate to guidelines and literature on risk communication and health 

communication accompanied by appeals to maturity, prudence and observance of 

the rules, there was a strong emotional component, with religious elements, role-

playing games and even logical fractures, blaming and shaming those who are found 

to be guilty of spreading the virus. 

The third hypothesis about diverting attention to possible culprits was 
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validated through the analysis of the article titled What have you done, Ion, an 

impressive attempt of manipulating public opinion. The images from Romania's 

western border with tens of thousands of Romanian migrants returning home from 

countries such as Spain, France and Italy, devastated by the pandemic, have sparked 

heated debates in the Romanian public space. According documented information 

only a small part of those who brought the virus to the country were migrants. Many 

were in fact Romanians who traveled abroad. The sociologist Remus Anghel 

underlined the unseen drama and the trap in which the Romanians from the 

diaspora found themselves: “It has dominated and still prevails an alarming tone, 

understandable in fact, in which there is a fear of Romanian migrants, putting in the 

background their difficulties or the fact that they have no choice and they have had 

to return” (Barbu, 2020). 

We assume that the analysis of one or few article or public discourses does 

not allow for either empirical or theoretical generalizations beyond the borders of 

the specific analyzed discourse, but due the impact of the discourse as well as the 

selected narrative we can issue some patterns in perceiving the Coronavirus Crises 

by the Romanians and some models of political action and potential responses. 
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Abstract. The entanglements of the colonial-imperial efforts with historical and present-day 
movement, dispersal and displacement of people across the globe cannot be overstated, and 
yet they are often overlooked in discussions of contemporary immigration policies. As once 
the most powerful empire in the world, Britain’s immigration and citizenship regime is 
intimately imbricated with its colonial-imperial ambitions. The paper investigates the making 
of the racialised subject through movement and membership control, historically tracing the 
production of race in Britain’s policies related to border control, immigration, citizenship and 
race relations. The author argues that the salience of race is sustained to a great measure 
through border and membership management, whose subject is marked by racial markers 
that are unstable and transformative, while always remaining linked to a single basic logic of 
racial difference. 
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Introduction 

 

Historically, European empires are responsible for a great share of the 

transcontinental movement of goods, ideas and people that modernity has 

witnessed since the so-called ‘age of discovery’. This includes massive flows of what 

today we would call ‘forced migration’: displacements resulting from the colonial-

imperial campaigns led by European empires, often driven by their rivalry. 
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thankful for all useful feedback by the co-participants in these events, as well as to the two 

anonymous reviewers. 
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Importantly, colonialism continues to shape the lives and societies of non-European 

‘decolonised’ peoples, an argument that forms the backbone of postcolonial, 

indigenous and critical race scholars’ critique. Yet, this history remains largely 

unacknowledged in state and common-sense discourses related to immigration, and 

figures rather marginally in the literature on migration and citizenship policy. As the 

‘Empire on which the sun never sets’, which once held more than two-thirds of the 

globe under its reign, Britain had a major role to play in this history, especially since 

the 1800s, and continues to do so as a major economic and military force, as well as 

through its position as head of the Commonwealth. The twentieth century was a 

tumultuous one for Britain, as not only did it mark the loss of the Empire’s position 

as a global imperial hegemon, but also brought colonialism ‘home’, epitomised by 

the rising numbers of non-white strangers arriving at the ports of England. The 

century also saw the birth of a consolidated border regime which from the onset was 

specifically focused, as this paper will demonstrate, to prevent black and brown 

‘migrants’ from the (former) colonies. This regime – a composition of laws, policies 

and practices designed to control the borders, immigration, asylum and citizenship 

– was to grow more restrictive with time and remains exclusionary of poor, non-

European and non-white migrants.  

In the text to follow, the author will investigate the historical circumstances 

which gave rise to Britain’s present-day border regime, with the goal to map the 

‘architecture of race’ (after Ngai 1999) embedded in British immigration and 

citizenship policy. The paper traces the production of race exploring policy 

documents, laws, parliamentary debates and secondary sources related to border 

control, immigration, citizenship and race relations, beginning with the earliest 

formal contours of the border regime in the late eighteenth century, and up until the 

present. The focus is, however, not on a linear narrative of the history of immigration 

control, but rather on the ruptures and continuities relating to the subject of such 

control – the racialised ‘other’. Examining this historical context opens space to 

argue that not only is the salience of race sustained to a great measure through 

border and membership management, but that the way the border regime operates 

– ensuring that those dispossessed by Empire remain with no claim over ‘her’ spoils 

(El-Enany 2020) – reflects the ongoing role of Britain as a (neo)colonial-imperial 

power.  

The history of colonialism has been much discussed in relation to those who 

were subjected to it, however, its ramifications in colonising societies are under-

researched (Mayblin 2014). This should be remedied, not only because colonialism 
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affected colonised and coloniser alike, as Albert Memmi (2013) reminds us, but also 

because former empires (now super powers) have actively been attempting to conceal 

their historical role in present-day global inequalities through campaigns of collective 

amnesia, historical revisionism, and even outright denial. Thankfully, scholarly 

awareness in this regard is rising in recent years, and the embeddedness of British 

governmentality in its colonial project is increasingly becoming recognized (e.g., 

Anderson 2013; El-Enany 2020; Mayblin 2017). However, it still remains a marginal 

perspective that warrants further reflection. The present paper seeks to contribute to 

these critical debates by investigating the making of race and the construction of the 

figure of the ‘other’ through immigration control and membership and diversity 

‘management’. 

 

The birth of the British border regime 

 

Before the early twentieth century, Britain did not have a consolidated 

immigration regime, and nor did most nation-states and empires of that period. 

Control over the movement of people across porous and scarcely guarded borders was 

weak and only occasionally reinforced in an ad hoc manner in the face of crises. During 

the late eighteenth and the nineteenth century, arguments towards controlling 

movement were largely motivated by concern with exiled revolutionaries from 

continental Europe, and the threat of subversive ideas they may bring along. Thus, 

following the French Revolution, the Aliens Act 1793 was passed, according to Lucy 

Mayblin (2017, 24), to prevent potential trouble at home that French subversives may 

stir among the local population. This is the first time deportation has been enshrined 

in British law. The Removal of Aliens Act 1848, which further increased powers of 

removal, was brought in similar circumstances and served to protect Britain from 

refugee republican propagandists. However, the Act expired after only one year and 

was never used, so for the following decades Britain’s metropolitan borders remained 

largely unregulated. The anarchist movement, which had a stronghold in London, and 

their increased attacks, including the assassination of the Russian Tzar and the French 

president Carnot, became the focus of restrictionist campaigns since the 1880s. Such 

was, for instance, Lord Salisbury’s unsuccessful anti-Jewish Aliens’ Bill 1894 that 

contained a specific reference to controlling the movement of anarchists. 

However, this aversion for regulating the movement of ‘aliens’ was soon to 

change. As historians document (e.g., Bashford and Gilchrist 2012), US law and the 

ever-increasing restrictions placed upon immigration to that country in the late 
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were the key to the introduction of 

immigration controls in Britain. However, a similar move among independent 

colonies of the ‘Old Commonwealth’, notably Canada and Australia, was equally 

crucial in prompting Britain to adopt its first comprehensive law introducing 

immigration control, the Aliens Act 1905.  Domestically, the Act was designed to 

prevent the arrival and settlement of a particular group: the numerous Jewish people 

fleeing persecution in Eastern Europe and Russia. These had been arriving in Britain 

already since the 1880s, settling in poor, crowded neighbourhoods and stirring ‘anti-

alien’ resentment among the locals in times when anti-Semitism in Europe was rife. 

The Act exempted first- and second-class passengers on ships from any control, and 

much like in present-day legislation, a certain amount of financial means was 

requested as a condition of entry. The Act was, therefore, despite anti-Jewish, also 

classist, continuing the tradition of centuries of control and restriction of the 

movement of the underclass, which until this day remains a fundamental underlying 

logic of immigration control, to which Britain is admittedly not an exception (see 

Anderson 2013 for this history). 

Crucially, the Aliens Act 1905 is a watershed in British immigration history, 

as it paved the way for further development of a restrictive and racialising 

immigration apparatus that began to take its familiar shape since the post-war 

period. The Act was swept away by the outbreak of the First World War, which 

carried along anxieties in the face of disorder, economic crisis, and ‘enemy aliens’ 

arriving on the British shore. The war increased the salience of nationalist sentiment 

and the accompanying need to exclude non-members, with a dichotomy between 

‘good’ and ‘bad’ immigrants developing in public discourse. Immigrants of German 

origin were, therefore, particularly targeted by a new legislation introduced at the 

onset of the war, the Aliens Restriction Act 1914. On the basis of the Act, around 

20,000 Germans in Britain were exiled and further 32,000 people classified as ‘enemy 

aliens’ were interned (Kushner and Knox 1999, 45). Importantly, in its integral text 

and in the overall debate surrounding its introduction, immigrants were presented 

as enemies and a threat to the ‘safety of the realm’, and the Act’s purpose was to 

enable border control in times of ‘imminent national danger’. In this sense, it 

represents the early roots of a securitising discourse which portrays immigrants as a 

potential threat to national security as a justification for restriction and control – a 

phenomenon that is usually discussed in the literature only in relation to the post-

Cold War context (e.g., Huysmans 2000; Bigo 2002; Walters 2010). 

Before the Second World War, therefore, the relatively lax control of 
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Britain’s internal (metropolitan) border was directed primarily at citizens of enemy 

countries, political exiles,2 Jewish refugees, and the poor. The mobility of Empire’s 

non-white subjects was yet to draw the attention of Parliament, for the simple 

reason that there were very few arrivals from Britain’s possessions to the metropole 

up until this moment. Rather than restricting their movement, the government in 

fact reasserted the rights of colonised subjects when it introduced the British 

Nationality and Status of Aliens Act 1914 to replace the Naturalisation Act 1870. It 

brought forth a broad definition of who is considered a British subject, and had the 

purpose of reasserting Britain’s hegemony over its dominions and maximise the 

reach of its colonial rule (c.f. El-Enany 2020). Subjecthood followed from allegiance 

to the Crown and virtually everybody born on any of the territories under British rule 

was included under the Act. However, the Act did not exclude the authorities in the 

colonies ‘from treating differently different classes of British subjects’ (Section 

26[1]). 

 

An era of anti-black migration control 

 

The post-war arrival of people from the British colonies is a significant 

period, because it opened way to a new era of borders, strict control of movement, 

and racialisation of non-European ‘others’. The post-war wave of restrictionist 

immigration policy is well documented in the literature (Spencer 2002; Karatani 

2003; Hampshire 2005; Small and Solomos 2006; Mayblin 2017; El-Enany 2020). Here 

we will focus rather on interpreting these events in light of how they constructed the 

image of the ‘other’, the unwanted immigrant. As Small and Solomos argue (2006, 

238), while until the 1940s issues of race were discussed behind closed doors and 

with an awareness of the potential political embarrassment they may cause, since 

the 1950s race came to dominate the political agenda and immigration was 

subjected to explicit racialisation. Scholars agree that the political consensus of this 

period was to restrict immigration, especially ‘coloured’ migration from the former 

colonies (Solomos 2003; Spencer 2002; El-Enany 2020). The one exception was the 

largely liberal Nationality Act 1948, which afforded British citizenship to over 850 

 
2 While the debates in parliament and the legislation adopted at the time confirm there was 

concern, in face of European revolutions, that exiles may cause similar disorder in Britain, 

England was otherwise known as an attractive safe haven for political dissidents throughout 

the nineteenth century. Some of the most famous exiles who settled in London include the 

French socialist Louis Blanc, the Italian nationalist Giuseppe Mazzini, the leader of the 

Hungarian independence movement Lajos Kossuth, and Karl Marx.  
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million people worldwide, including those in independent Commonwealth countries 

and those in the British colonies.3 However, the Act was but a powerful symbolic 

gesture, which sought to sustain the myth of imperial unity and equality in the effort 

to hold together what remained of a collapsing Empire. No one in Parliament at the 

time had the faintest expectation that it would prompt in the course of the following 

decade the arrival of around half a million of racialised subjects, escaping the 

ravaged economies mainly in the West Indies.  

The British government responded to this newly arisen situation with an 

explicitly racially targeted legislation to curb the arrival of non-whites and, thus, 

preserve the white character of the country. The first such law was the 

Commonwealth Immigration Act 1962. While retaining the status of Citizenship of 

the United Kingdom and Colonies, it ended the automatic right of abode, and entry 

was now based on where the subjects’ passport was issued. Effectively, this meant 

that the majority of non-white British citizens throughout the world were treated as 

aliens for the purpose of immigration control. White citizens born in Britain or 

Ireland were exempted from control, while white Commonwealth migrants were 

subject to favourable conditions. In this way, the Act enshrined in law the association 

between Britishness and whiteness, one that further acts will reinforce. This 

association was central to much of the debates surrounding immigration laws 

introduced between the 1960s and the 1980s. Terms like ‘kith and kin’ or ‘bone and 

blood’ used by MPs to refer to whites in the ‘Old Commonwealth’ (white settler 

societies) witness to the centrality of the idea of whiteness in Britain’s self-narrative.4  

It was at about this time that the question of integration of black immigrants, 

and increasingly their children, came to the fore, partly as a result of Labour’s effort 

to balance restrictionist immigration legislation. A series of legislation governing 

what came to be known as ‘race relations’ was introduced in 1965, 1968 and 1976. 

The Race Relations Acts were envisaged to ban discrimination based on race, colour 

or ethnicity and to promote a greater equality of opportunity.5 However, they were 

based on the logic that while some public and some police were racist, the system as 

a whole and its institutions were certainly not. This ‘one rotten apple orthodoxy’ 

(Bourne 2001) was embedded within a general post-colonial amnesia and a 

 
3 A total of 48 territories, including the metropole. 
4 These tropes resurfaced decades later in the context of Brexit in statements by Leave 

campaigners, notably Nigel Farage, the then leader of the UK Independence Party. 
5 Immigration law itself was never and is still not subject to anti-racial discrimination 

provisions. 
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complete lack of acknowledgement of the deep roots of racism in the British imperial 

ambitions for an economic and racial supremacy over the world. Crucially, the 

developments towards legally preventing racial discrimination must be understood 

in conjunction with a simultaneous restrictive and racially targeted immigration 

policy, as they were based on the idea that racial equality can only be achieved if the 

numbers of blacks present in the country are kept at the lowest possible minimum. 

Simultaneously, the adoption since the 1960s of ‘race relations’ measures intended 

to outlaw racial discrimination could only be ‘enforced’ upon white Britons, it was 

argued, if accompanied with the strictest immigration control, enforced through 

racist legislation specifically targeting non-whites. This philosophy of stopping racism 

through racist measures is best captured in Labour MP Roy Hattersley’s phrase: 

‘Without integration, limitation is inexcusable; without limitation, integration is 

impossible’ (as cited in Miles and Phizacklea 1984, 57). There was a remarkable 

consensus on this subject between the mainstream left and right that marked the 

post-war politics of race and immigration in Britain.  

By 1968, foreign-born arrivals from the Commonwealth accounted for about 

2.4 per cent of the general population. Further restrictions of non-white immigration 

ensued to assuage a public growing restless and increasingly hostile to ‘coloured 

immigrants’, by adopting the Commonwealth Immigrants Act 1968. This piece of 

legislation was devised with a very particular group as its target, South Asians in East 

Africa. Having found themselves targets of persecution during the national 

awakening process in Africa (for failing to fit the criteria for national membership 

devised in Europe, and chaotically applied throughout the newly decolonised world), 

they increasingly fled to the metropole during the 1960s. The Act introduced an 

ancestral link to the country as a condition for the right to enter Britain, again fixating 

Britishness as whiteness. It exempted from migration control those citizens of the 

United Kingdom and Colonies who were either born in or had a parent or 

grandparent born in Britain, meaning that white settlers in the dominions would 

remain allowed to enter Britain. The precariousness of membership in the British 

polity for non-white citizens was proved once more: the Act effectively made 

stateless around 200,000 East African Asians, who possessed no other passport than 

the British one, and deprived more than a million individuals in British possessions 

worldwide of their right to enter Britain. The effects were exacerbated with the 

adoption of the Immigration Act 1971, which definitively ended the right of colony 

and Commonwealth citizens to enter Britain, and reinstated the link between 

Britishness and whiteness by introducing the criterion of ‘patriality’. As Kathleen Paul 
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summarizes, the Act reconfigured British subjecthood by differentiating in legal 

terms ‘between the familial community of Britishness composed of the truly British 

– those descended from white colonisers – and the political community of 

Britishness composed of people who had become British through conquest or 

dominion’ (Paul 1997, 181).  

The 1970s saw an unprecedented economic decline and unemployment, a 

burgeoning conflict in Northern Ireland, and the issue of immigration only gained in 

salience. There was an increasing criminalisation of black youth, as the dominant 

concern among the establishment became the children of Commonwealth 

immigrants – the so-called alienated West Indian youth – and their perceived failure 

to succeed in employment and education. Racial tensions were rising amidst a wide 

anti-immigrant campaign carried out by the neo-Nazi National Front. In 1979 

Margaret Thatcher, the ‘Iron Lady’, became a Prime Minister following a harsh 

election campaign with promises of ever more restrictions on immigration, partially 

in an effort to attract National Front sympathizers. Martin Barker describes how in 

this period the discourse of ‘new racism’ enabled the Conservative Party to focus on 

immigration, perceived as an agent of the destruction of the British nation, and to 

theorise the idea that every national or ethnic community is neither superior nor 

inferior, but different (Barker 1982, 24).  

The year 1981 saw the eruption of riots throughout England, most notably 

in London, Liverpool and Birmingham, in response to rising poverty, unemployment 

and housing deficits in neighbourhoods where Commonwealth minorities lived. The 

same year, a landmark legislation, the British Nationality Act 1981, was introduced 

by Thatcher’s government, which El-Enany appropriately describes as ‘the final act 

of colonial appropriation’ (2020, Chapter 3). It effectively drew, for the first time, a 

geographical boundary around Britain as distinct from its colonies and the 

Commonwealth and introduced at last the institution of British citizenship as 

national citizenship. This was a major shift in a country built around a global imperial 

multi-racial identity. In spite of the title of the Act, however, ‘nationality’ was not the 

issue at stake. As Karatani (2003, 182–87) documents, the Act was introduced as a 

‘means of immigration control which would not be seen as racially discriminatory’, 

given how favourable treatment of citizens by their own government was by then 

internationally accepted as legitimate (as opposed to racist discrimination). To 

replace the status of Citizenship of United Kingdom and Colonies a new confusing 

hierarchy was invented, comprising three distinct classes of citizens, only one of 

which had automatic right of abode. The privileged ones in the first class, those with 
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a ‘patrial’ claim, are described as those who are ‘closely connected to’ and those who 

‘belong’ to Britain. Naturally, the millions of people in the imperial possessions 

around the world, who have been assimilated into British culture by way of colonial 

dispossession, were not considered to have a connection to Britain for these 

purposes. Those who ‘belong’ were again reasserted as whites. 

 

Coloniality and the politics of asylum 

 

Throughout the nineteenth and well into the twentieth century, Britain had 

a reputation of being open to refugees, particularly those fleeing political 

persecution. Britain was one of the founders of the United Nations and among the 

first signatories of the Geneva Convention of 1951, which formalised the right to 

claim asylum internationally. However, the British government was hostile to non-

European refugees already during the preparations of the Geneva convention. 

Extensive sources exist that suggest the Geneva Convention was informed by the 

experience of the massive displacement of Europeans during the two world wars and 

that Western powers did not have any anticipations that non-Europeans should or 

would benefit from these rights (c.f. Mayblin 2014). Yet Europeans were far from the 

only refugees at the time: historical events resulting from colonial manoeuvring, 

such as the partition of India, displaced millions of people at about the same period. 

Yet, Britain, and other colonial powers, loudly objected the inclusion of colonial 

subjects not only in the Geneva Convention, but also in the European Convention on 

Human Rights (1948) which preceded it. In the end, the pressures on the part of 

colonial empires, headed by Britain, to exclude colonial populations from protection 

under the Refugee Convention succeeded, despite much resistance on the part of 

other UN members, mostly newly independent former colonies. A territorial 

application clause was included that allowed states to decide whether to extend the 

Convention to all their territories (Article 40, paragraph 1). As Mayblin (2014) 

documents, at the time of ratification, Britain extended the Convention only to the 

Channel Islands and the Isle of Man, leaving the remainder of its dependencies 

without recourse to protection under the Convention. This history helps not only to 

debunk the ‘myth of difference’ mentioned earlier, but also to illuminate Britain’s 

present-day asylum policy and show how profoundly embedded it is in the white 

supremacist project that is colonialism.  

The earlier reputation of openness to refugees began to fade along with the 

salience of the Cold War. From the end of the 1980s and during the 1990s, 
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immigration in public debate was largely discussed in relation to what was being 

perceived as an increase in asylum seekers. The collapse of the Soviet Union, the 

Yugoslav wars and armed conflicts in Africa indeed contributed to greater movement 

from these regions toward Western Europe. This coincided with a significant 

increase in deportations in Britain, which thus far had only been carried out 

sporadically. Deportation of unsuccessful asylum seekers and other undocumented 

persons were significantly facilitated under the Immigration Act 1988, which 

effectively withdrew the right of appeal before an independent body and gave 

immigration officers greater powers. The Act ended the right to automatic entry of 

dependants of Commonwealth citizens who settled before 1973, and thus effectively 

halted nearly all immigration from Commonwealth countries. The restriction of 

access to welfare became a persisting trait of subsequent immigration and asylum 

policy.  

The Labour government after 1997 presided over two diverging patterns: a 

liberalisation of (mainly high skilled) labour and family immigration, and a 

simultaneous restriction of asylum, accompanied by criminalisation of asylum 

seekers and their deprivation of social rights. Further legislation reinforced 

deportation and detention capacities and had asylum seekers forcefully dispersed 

across the country to poor and remote regions where they met with a hostile 

reception. Helping asylum seekers gain entry into Britain and employing workers 

without regularised status were now criminal offences, leading to a widespread 

hesitation to hire any immigrants. By this time, it was the image of the brown and/or 

Muslim asylum seeker that embodied the imminent threat to be addressed when 

policymakers were devising new immigration legislation.  

Britain today is a country with one of the most restrictive asylum policies in 

Europe. Not only is asylum extremely hard to be claimed and those who fail are being 

detained for prolonged periods or deported to unsafe countries, but those who do 

manage to make a claim are being kept destitute through banning them from 

working, travelling, or even living in a city of their choosing. Britain is also the only 

country amid its former EU club where detention can last potentially indefinitely. 

The detention of children is legal in Britain and while it was very rare during the 

1990s, during the 2000s each year about 2,000 children were detained with their 

families (Silverman, Griffiths, and Walsh 2020).  The vast majority of asylum seekers 

in Britain come from its former colonies, which illustrates, as El-Enany (2020, Chapter 

4)  reminds us, how restrictionist and anti-black immigration policies from the 1960s, 

1970s and 1980s made the asylum route the only viable option for many. 
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‘Managed migration’, domopolitics, and securitisation of the border 

 

Throughout the 1990s, a novel approach to the governance of the border 

regime was introduced, which strengthened a neoliberal logic of governmentality. 

Britain’s reorientation from a welfare state and social citizenship towards a 

neoliberal state characterized by individualism, consumerism and enterprise had 

been shaped under Thatcher’s New Right doctrine in the 1980s. New Labour – the 

Labour governments under Tony Blair and Gordon Brown in the period from 1997 to 

2010 – embraced the idea of individual responsibility and like their Conservative 

predecessors aimed to end ‘dependency culture’ among those at social risk. This 

neoliberal worldview was translated in immigration policy under the narrative of 

‘managed migration’. At its core was a logic not of general restriction, but rather a 

strict selection of immigrants based on filtering particular ‘desired’ groups, and 

firmly closing the doors for others. Under ‘managed migration’, the securitised 

border acted as a filter, excluding ‘undesirable’ migrants, while simultaneously 

allowing the flow of goods and skilled people required by neoliberal capitalism 

(Lonergan 2018). Those migrants that displayed neoliberal qualities, such as 

autonomy, independence, economic productivity and entrepreneurial spirit were 

desirable. For the rest, notably those with low or no skills and little funds at disposal, 

as well as those fleeing persecution, there were few legal ways to settle in Britain, 

particularly since 2008, when the unskilled immigrant route was officially closed. 

Thus, since the 1990s racialised populations were no longer excluded directly 

through racist laws, but indirectly through a classist system which, in a postcolonial 

world, translates in open doors for whites from highly developed countries and 

closed doors for those in the so-called Global South. Immigrants now must ‘earn’ 

their right to enter and settle, but race remains a core element of the regulation of 

human movement, precisely because of this intersection between race and class.  

As Sparke (2006) theorises, this trend which Britain shares with other 

wealthy countries, is a result of combining a securitised nationalism with free-market 

transnationalism. In other words, when the needs of capitalism for mobility of highly 

qualified labour meet with the self-preserving need of the nation state (to keep the 

population as homogenous as possible by discriminating against non-citizens), 

economically and culturally undesirable groups are demobilised through an 

increasingly securitised expansion of the border. Walters (2004) calls this link 

between the securitisation of the border and the calculated inclusion of 
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economically contributing foreigners ‘domopolitics’. Domopolitical policies and 

discourses produce the UK as the ‘national home’ of ‘neoliberal citizens’, and those 

who arrive must be monitored and disciplined to ensure ‘good behaviour’ along 

these expectations. Social rights are no longer a matter of entitlement – they now 

must be earned. Immigrants now must prove they are deserving of the right to enter 

and settle by showing how industrious, self-managing, entrepreneurial, hard-

working they are; in short, they are now expected to be nothing short of ‘super 

citizens’. Thus, while immigration policy under New Labour was indeed relaxed – 

albeit in very selective ways and with a very restrictive approach towards asylum, as 

discussed above – the securitisation of immigration and of the border reached its 

zenith. Labour’s domopolitics rationalized a series of security measures in the name 

of a particular conception of Britain as the ‘home of neoliberal citizens’ (Lonergan 

2018). Immigrants’ detention, which had thus far been rare, was greatly expanded 

as a result of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999. This practice suddenly increased 

the need for places, which resulted in a massive expansion of detention centres, 

many of them managed by private companies for profit.6 Immigration policy and 

anti-terrorism policy became more and more entangled, especially since the 9/11 

attacks in New York in 2001. Not only migration, but citizenship is also becoming 

securitised, as the loss of this privilege is now increasingly framed in the context of 

‘betrayal’ of ‘British’ values through succumbing to Islamist fundamentalism. Britain 

leads globally in citizenship deprivation (Macklin and Bauböck 2015). 

In sum, both immigration and asylum policy in Britain is subjected since the 

1990s to the logic of a new ‘neoliberal authoritarianism’, where borders are 

supposedly more open to the movement of goods and people, but only within a 

global expansion of what some authors have recently been calling the ‘border 

industrial complex’ (Smith 2019; Arbogast 2016; Brotherton and Kretsedemas 2017; 

Yuval-Davis, Wemyss, and Cassidy 2018). While what is considered useful to 

capitalist expansion is allowed across borders, simultaneously we are witnessing an 

increasing system of mass surveillance, an expansion of the border in everyday life, 

and the sprawling of an increasingly privatised and profiteering system of control, 

detention and deportation. The justification for this border reinforcement is based 

on the narrative of national security, which links human mobility to questions of 

national sovereignty and is increasingly framed within the context of the global ‘war 

 
6 The UK was an early privatiser of immigration detention already since the 1970s: seven of 

the eight long-term detention centres (now euphemistically named ‘immigration removal 

centres’ or IRCs) are run for profit. They are exempt from minimum wage legislation. 
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on terror’. This narrative, however, has remained entangled in culturalist and racist 

presuppositions, which paint Muslims who migrate(d) to Western countries as the 

prime suspect. In this constellation, it is asylum seekers (who increasingly come from 

predominantly Muslim countries) that replaced Commonwealth citizens in the 

position of the racialised subject in the discourse of immigration both in Britain and, 

more widely, in the Euro-American sphere. In the UK, these anti-Muslim anxieties 

were embodied in more racial tensions, such as the riots in Bradford in 1995 and in 

Oldham, Burnley and Bradford in 2001, where the protagonist was now no longer 

the Afro-Caribbean, but Muslim youth. 

 

Racism, immigration and Brexit 

 

Following the 2004 EU enlargement, when the majority of nation-states in 

Eastern and Central Europe were admitted as members to the Union, concerns about 

the consequences of EU free movement came to the fore in British public discourse. 

The inequalities between the North and West, on the one hand, and the East and 

South, on the other, led millions of EU citizens to take advantage of the free 

movement rule and relocate in parts of the EU where their labour would be better 

valued. The numbers of those who moved to Britain far exceeded the government’s 

expectations: in the 15 years since the 2004 enlargement, the foreign-born 

population nearly doubled to reach 9.3 million (14 per cent of the total population) 

in 2018 (Vargas-Silva and Rienzo 2019, 3). Although overall non-EU migrants still 

outnumbered EU migrants, it was Poland that was the leading country of origin 

among immigrants (about 9%), followed by India, Pakistan, Romania and Ireland 

(Vargas-Silva and Rienzo 2019, 2–4). The increasing presence of these European 

internal ‘others’ brought to the surface the workings of a within-Europe hierarchy 

based on an East-West binary rooted in a narrative opposing the progressiveness of 

the West to the backwardness of the East. Just as the end of the Cold War opened 

space for the construction of the figure of the Muslim asylum seeker as the racialised 

‘other’, so EU enlargement brought about a new ‘other’ on which to emit racial 

anxieties: the Eastern European immigrant.  

Particularly since the 2008 global financial crisis, the issue of immigration 

became one of the most salient political issues and a strong anti-immigrant 

sentiment was present among the general public (Carvalho, Eatwell, and Wunderlich 

2015). Half of all respondents in a survey conducted in 2008 thought the government 

should encourage immigrants to return from where they came (Ipsos MORI 2008), 
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and by 2011, two thirds were in support of tougher immigration controls (Ipsos MORI 

2011). There was a general idea, not corresponding to reality, that the numbers of 

immigrants and asylum seekers in Britain were unparalleled and much higher than 

the rest of Europe. Although EU migration was largely out of the government’s 

control, migration from new members such as Bulgaria, Romania and Croatia was 

subject to so-called ‘transitional controls’ – ‘a form of everyday re-bordering of the 

de-bordered space of the EU’ (Cassidy 2020) that effectively created a hierarchy of 

EU citizenship. The government, while trailing in the footsteps of New Labour’s 

domopolitics ‘to attract the brightest and the best’ (Conservative Party 2010), but 

rebranding it with a more restrictionist and nativist discourse, gave in to an obsession 

with numbers. The ‘optimal’ number of immigrants can be calculated, it was argued, 

and it was anything below 100,000 a year, with little substantiation of why this 

number was chosen. From then on, all policy and legislation introduced has been 

subjected to this goal, most important of which was the introduction of annual limits 

to non-EU immigrants.  

The following decade immigration to Britain was subjected to significant 

restrictions of an already restrictive regime. These had the purpose to bar poorer 

and less educated candidates from settling in Britain, but it wasn’t only economic 

concerns that drove this process: increasingly, Conservative’s immigration politics 

adopted culturalist tones implicating migration control with the project of nation-

building. For instance, spouses of people settled in Britain now had to prove good 

knowledge of English, because immigrants unable to speak English were argued to 

have created ‘a kind of discomfort and disjointedness’ that has allegedly disrupted 

communities across Britain, as David Cameron stated in 2011 (as cited in Robinson 

2013). In 2013, a mandatory ‘integration test’ was introduced for applicants for long-

term settlement or naturalisation, called ‘Life in the UK’, that is supposed to 

familiarise immigrants with the local way of life.7 Racist and culturalist undertones 

permeated Theresa May’s infamous ‘Hostile environment policy’, introduced in 

2012. The policy was a product of a deeply xenophobic state-sanctioned hostility 

towards ‘illegal’ foreigners, designed to make staying in the UK as difficult as possible 

in the hope that target individuals will ‘voluntarily leave’. The new ‘hostile’ regime 

was responsible, together with the intentionally ambiguous anti-black immigration 

laws from the 1960s-1980s, for the so-called Windrush scandal, which included 

 
7 As an indicator for the official policy of collective amnesia, the word ‘colonialism’ does not 

figure in the textbook meant to prepare test-takers, even though a significant part of its content 

is dedicated to the history of Britain and its dependencies.  
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deportations of hundreds of people from the former British colonies, who had 

settled in the UK half a century earlier, as well as the loss of housing, access to health 

services and access to benefits for many more. These measures were later integrated 

in the Immigration Acts of 2014 and 2016, which, among other things, further 

expanded the border by forcing schools, universities, landlords, hospitals and other 

civilians to act as border guards under the threat of punishment if lending services 

to undocumented foreigners. In a nearly surreal attack on human rights, a new 

criminal offence of ‘illegal working’ was created, which enabled undocumented 

workers’ wages to be confiscated as ‘proceeds of crime’. Life for those unable to 

prove a legal stay, including unsuccessful asylum seekers, stateless persons, 

Commonwealth immigrants who arrived before the 1970s, and ‘overstayers’ was, 

thus, made short of impossible.  

It was in this sort of environment, charged with nativist, xenophobic, and 

racist undertones, that the question of EU membership, actively pushed by interest 

groups since the early 1990s, finally came to the fore and culminated with the vote 

to leave the EU on 23 June 2016. The entire campaign revolved around the question 

of curbing immigration. The nationalist slogan ‘we want our country back’ became a 

powerful rallying cry, portraying immigrants as an enemy who needs to be expelled. 

The Leave campaign capitalised on demonising not only Eastern European migrants, 

especially Romanians, 8 but also the usual culprit – Muslims. The whole discourse was 

embedded in a deep colonial nostalgia, which led leavers (notably UKIP’s Nigel 

Farage) to call for ‘re-embracing of the Commonwealth’ as a way to rebuild Britain’s 

lost imperial glory. The whiteness assumed under ‘Britishness’, underscored in the 

many laws governing migration and citizenship that we discussed above, reached its 

clearest form in the debates surrounding Brexit, which itself was a lamentation of a 

supposedly lost white supremacy. The prejudice exhibited towards EU migrants from 

countries like Poland, Romania, Latvia and Bulgaria shows how whiteness comes in 

shades. The message conveyed is that the orientalised Eastern Europeans, having 

been deprived of the civilising Enlightenment, with their burden of the socialist past, 

their lack of experience with democracy, and their economic ‘backwardness’, can 

never be properly white, or even proper Europeans.  

Subsequent scholarly analyses of the whys and hows of Brexit tend to stress 

the profile of Leave voters and, thus, rationalise it as a consequence of the plight of 

 
8 UKIP’s then leader Nigel Farage once declared: ‘Any normal and fair-minded person would 

have a perfect right to be concerned if a group of Romanian people suddenly moved in next 

door’ (BBC, 16 May 2014, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-27459923). 
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the (white) working class, terrified at the prospect of economic insecurity and losing 

jobs to immigrants (e.g., Clarke, Goodwin, and Whiteley 2017). While those with 

lower education and out of employment were indeed more likely to vote leave, the 

‘methodological whiteness’ (Bhambra 2017a) in this perspective erases the 

significance of racism and of the sense of white superiority drawn from the imperial 

‘golden times’ that drive both anti-immigrant sentiments and the desire for 

‘independence’ from EU. As Gurminder Bhambra (2017b, 91) reminds us, the focus 

on ‘poor white English people’ points to an analysis of class that is deeply racialised 

and ethnicised and this reading neglects the racialised workings of the capitalist 

economic system. The vote to leave the EU and the circumstances in which it 

unfolded, thus, cannot be separated from the peculiar intertwining of the national 

and the colonial projects in the British case.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper traced the figure of the ‘other’ in British immigration regime. 

Since the onset, this regime was always particular with regards to its target group – 

the undesirable outsider who was conceived as posing some kind of threat to the 

imperialist core. This role would shift from one racialised body to another, along with 

the socio-political concerns of the day, and, more broadly, in line with Britain’s wider 

colonial ambitions. From the French subversive after the French revolution, the 

anarchist in late nineteenth century, the Eastern-European Jewish exile in the early 

twentieth century, to the German enemy during the First World War, these outsiders 

would set the pace for the racially targeted immigration legislation that will follow in 

the wake of the post-war world.  

The construction of this figure of the undesirable ‘other’ would take thereon 

an explicitly racial form, first embodied in the black West Indian and the brown East 

Asian in the post-war period, then in the feared Muslim from the 1980s, and finally, 

in the orientalised Eastern European in the years preceding the break from the EU. 

Of course, these figures coexist simultaneously and together feed the imagination of 

racial difference, the salience of one over the other only fluctuating contextually. For 

instance, if blacks from the former colonies embodied the undesirable ‘migrant’ in 

the decades after the Second World War, at the dawn of Brexit they were part of 

‘us’. In the narrative of the Leave campaign, the good example for their successful 

‘integration’ was activated as a weapon against the alleged opposing dis-integration 
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of Muslims and the detriment of cheap workforce for white British workers that EU 

free movement supposedly entailed. Yet, not long before, in public discourse black 

Britons were the epitome of criminality, joblessness and failure. And having to 

navigate on an everyday level a space reserved for a white ‘us’ affirms the 

precariousness of their belonging that, once thought achieved, can so abruptly be 

re-denied, as the Windrush scandal demonstrated.  

Importantly, the making of racial difference through immigration and 

citizenship governmentality is deeply imbricated with another system of oppression: 

that of class and the capitalist order. Although since New Labour’s ‘managed 

migration’ regime and Thatcher’s neoliberal doctrine that preceded it classism may 

seem to have become dominant for its role in the control over movement and access 

to national membership, the effects of class difference are inseparable from those 

of racial difference. The larger side of the globe that is home to the world’s poor is 

also the realm of formerly colonised non-whites. It is, in fact, their century-long 

exploitation at the hands of European colonisers that have brought them on the 

lower end of the euphemistically termed ‘development scale’. Therefore, replacing 

racist legislation with laws targeting the poor still leaves roughly the same 

populations without access to the wealth Britain has amassed on the backs of their 

ancestors. Moreover, the accent on the ‘best and brightest’ and the construction of 

the desirable immigrant as the wealthy, highly educated, entrepreneurial foreigner 

remain – considering the extreme global inequalities along the North-South line – a 

politically correct way to describe white immigrants from the Global North. As such 

it serves to conceal, while actively reinforcing, the salience of racial difference.  

Race and class, therefore, are integral to the logic of Britain’s immigration 

and citizenship regime. Through their intersection, grades of differences are 

produced between the white and the racialised, the wealthy and the poor, the 

unwanted and the desirable immigrant. Today, for all its multi-racial, multi-ethnic 

and multi-cultural composition, Britain remains a ‘white man’s country’ (Miles and 

Phizacklea 1984). At least that is the message conveyed in public discourses on 

migration, in immigration and citizenship policy and law, and as the case of Brexit 

shows, in geopolitics and foreign relations, too. Non-whites, both immigrants and 

citizens, are visibly present, but for all intents and purposes, they do not and cannot 

count Britain as their ‘home’. They are, to use C.L.R. James’ expression, in but not of 

Britain (after Hall 2003). If the racist measures undertaken in the 1960s, 1970s and 

1980s were explicitly conceived to keep non-whites away from the metropole, since 

the 1990s racialised populations are being excluded more implicitly through a classist 
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neoliberal system, driven by surveillance technologies and a securitising narrative, 

which effectively keeps out poor, non-European non-whites. But their exclusion is 

but one of the effects, a more dangerous one being the very production of difference 

through discourses and practices governing entry and membership, where race as a 

category of difference is not only being used as a basis for exclusion, but is 

simultaneously being reinvented, redefined, reinforced. 
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Abstract. Refugees often are addressed by categorising them as part of a social group. These 
categorisations emerge when refugees’ identities are labelled as Others. One field of this 
labelling process is education. Currently, we know too little about the intersections of 
knowledge, power and social placement by educational practices for refugees. Assuming the 
viewpoint of educational migration research, this paper reports material-semiotic 
approaches to these intersections by analysing interviews with educational experts (n=8). 
The overall finding of this study suggests that social inclusion via educational practices is 
referring to those Others by educational and subjectivating arrangements of work, language, 
and culture. Identified practices are inter alia creating a dichotomy of organisation and social 
spaces, precarious participation in everyday life and maintaining standards that defy critical 
discussion. These findings explain how educators can be actors of precarious identifications 
even within settings dedicated to including refugees. Education thus turns into an instrument 
of governing immigrated Others by creating a precarious social space while continuing to 
promote the promise of inclusion. 
  
 
Keywords: othering, placement, situated epistemology, material-semiotic performance 
 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Learning is a process taking place not only in classrooms and seminar rooms, 

but also in informal settings such as groups, cafés or chatrooms. Employing these 

informal settings is an everyday experience for most people living in societies of late 

modernity. For refugees, however, informal spaces and settings are of greater 

importance as legislation often does not easily grant access to formal educational 

environments. Underpinning these legal and also social structures are creations of 

knowledge (Mannheim 1982; sceptical, Foucault 2020; 1972) concerning the Other 

(Hall 1997; Said 2003) as a group of difference (Brubaker 2004). Therefore, applying 

categories as indicators of difference is a strategy enabling discussion of those 

groups of others and organising educational programmes for them as well. 
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Due to growing numbers of immigrants in the Summer of Migration 2015 

(Federal Government 2016), German society at large and its educational system in 

particular found themselves exposed to increasing pressure. It provoked demands to 

rethink everyday practices and educational competences of refugees. This was founded 

on the inclusion of a huge number of additional members in the fabric of society. Thus, 

the educational system needs to be considered since education is one of the sources of 

social inclusion (Juvonen et al. 2019). In both formal and informal educational settings, 

i.e. in school and in non-institutional contexts, aspects of integration and disintegration 

can be observed as an expression of the state of societal coherence. From 2015, new 

educational challenges arose, not only in terms of quantity - due to higher numbers of 

immigrants as such – but also of quality, e. g. in the design of educational processes for 

refugees – language acquisition, vocational training and others. 

A research project has been developed to acquire more detailed knowledge 

about practices in education for refugees.1 Referring to interviews with actors from this 

field, this paper shows some of the findings, highlighting the use and acquisition of 

knowledge and their consequences for education policies in supporting social inclusion. 

Therefore, following a short introduction (1), aspects of education and positioning frame 

the research context of this paper (2). After introducing the research approach (3) and 

methodological considerations (4), selected findings of this study are presented to show 

the intersections of knowledge, power and social positioning in educational scenarios 

(5). Finally, suggestions on how to achieve individual, social and organisational inclusion 

in everyday life and in intersectional axes of hegemonic and subordinate positions are 

discussed (6).  

 

2. Research Context 

 

Migration is a perennial reality European societies are facing – but with varying 

experiences in matters of education (OECD 2019; 2015a; 2015b). Reasons for integrating 

migrants – and refugees in particular – vary widely since there are economic, political, 

educational, humanitarian or other justifications for public education programmes for 

refugees. Understanding these programmes requires conceptualising the rationale, 

policies and practices of their intended inclusion through education. This framework 

helps understand the very specific versions of knowledge purveying these educational 

programmer. 

 
1 For more details see chapter 4 of this paper. 
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Marginalizing the education of refugees 
 

Not that much is known about the education of refugees and related 

processes of marginalizing forced migrants in terms of knowledge, power and social 

positioning (for some approaches concerning the USA see Erickson 2020; for 

Germany see Schmidt, Jacobsen and Krieger 2020). Therefore, differences in ratings, 

attributions and competences of refugees have to be considered (Bakoben 2020; 

Brücker et al. 2016) – and what the educational response should look like 

(Auernheimer and Rosen 2017; Barz et al. 2015; SVR 2016). Multiple aspects of 

inclusion suggest assuming the multiple embedding of different persons in different 

social and societal contexts (Amelina 2013). Seen in this light, education turns into a 

multi-complex process of including persons, in national and/or societal contexts, in 

the mode of learning and subjectivation (Amelina 2012). Education in this kind of 

skill promotes developing specific – and different – modes of policies and 

organisations (Abamosa, Hilt and Westrheim 2019) but also of habitus, self-relation 

and relation to the outside world (Bourdieu 1984; Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). 

Thus, heterogeneity develops into a core epistemic concept in social and 

educational contexts (for an initial overview of Othering Knowledge in European 

Schooling see Szalai 2010).2 Society breaks up into lots of various definable 

categories – such as race, class and gender, to name the ‘classic’ concepts of 

intersectional theory (Crenshaw 1989), or as sexual identity, disabilities etc. 

(sceptically, Butler 2008). Therefore, differences are the main challenge to social 

inclusion and, together with forms of everyday life in late modernity (such as 

mobility, modes of neoliberal socialisation etc.), establish affiliation and membership 

as available options, both in partial and in multiple forms of coherent and inclusive 

social networks and their inherent knowledge (Amelina 2013; Kohl 2020; for 

different ‘ecosystems’ of refugees see Dryden-Peterson, Dahya and Adelman 2017). 

An important field of inclusion is institutional education. Since ample large-

scale research has been performed over the last nearly 20 years, we know for a fact 

that Western educational systems display profound differences in providing chances 

and efforts, depending on race, class and gender. To explain this fact, some draw on 

reasons inside the families, like educational aspiration and calculating educational 

 
2 Referring (besides others) to Althusser’s view of permanent renewed subordination under 

economic necessities and Spivak’s critique of subalternation by Eurocentric epistemologies, 

an intervention into a hegemonic class-structure and its globalised normality of education is 

required there. See Althusser 2001; Spivak 2012; 1988. 
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effort (conservatively, Boudon 1974) or the different habitus and its consequences 

for the assessment of individual educational success (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). 

Within this framework of ways how educational differences develop, it is important 

to consider that there must be systemic reasons like the importance of language or 

social difference, etc. 

Attention is drawn to research into signification and social spaces that might 

help explain some educational differences of refugees and their descendants. If such 

explanations can be developed, socialising effects through education will be 

indicated, showing that formal education supports or even creates social differences. 

On the other hand, it is conceivable that these effects can be explained by analysing 

categories and processes of labelling. Thus, a research project focusing on 

educational processes of refugees should not merely investigate formal learning but 

also has to take a closer look on categories used to explain informal learning and on 

social spaces that may host it. 

Specifically, educational research has to focus on notions of heterogeneity 

in educational processes or social contexts, investigating categorically guided 

descriptions of differences and The Others. With these concepts, the project 

described below aims to ‘consider the multiplicity and inconsistency of actors’ social 

positions in cross-border arenas’ (Amelina 2012, 285) by asking about distinct 

practices in spatial and signifying processes. 

 

Knowledge – situated othering 
 

According to the standpoint theories of embodied knowledge, to know 

somebody as someone means to examine certain features as a symbol and an 

expression of subjectivity – of both the examined and the examiner. Hence, 

knowledge of individuals or groups is not only an expression of their characteristics, 

but also of the examiner’s standpoint. This position helps access ‘a rich tradition of 

critiquing hegemony without disempowering positivisms and relativisms and a way 

to get to nuanced theories of mediation’ (Haraway 1988, 578). 

By abandoning an absolute position of knowing and power (the ‘One God’ 

position; ibid., 587) and assuming a relational position instead (Butler 2016), 

different positions of perception and different views of knowing become accessible 

(Harding 1993, 56).  

Considering that ‘objects of knowledge are material-semiotic generative 

nodes’ and, accordingly, ‘boundary projects’ (Haraway 1988, 595) allow for assuming 
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new views on material-semiotic connections, interpreting them as knowledge that 

‘stands for […] a certain representative meaning’, and, finally, producing a notion of 

‘symbolic representation as a dimension of representation per se’ (Lombardo and 

Meier 2017, 1). However, even observers of marginalised persons are able to acquire 

another, different ‘representative meaning’ regarding their objects of view because 

of the different positions and perspectives. At their position of power, the powerful 

develop not only a semiotic perspective but also a material context of different 

everyday life and even of different learning, characterising a social meaning of 

differences. 

This elaboration of material-semiotic differences stimulates an 

interpretation of a situational, embodied and thus temporally and spatially unique 

position of representation and power. Neither an affirmative and essentialist nor a 

critical and constructive structure explains these relations of different social 

positions and groupisms while a material-semiotic performance of social positions 

does. Thus, social knowledge means social creation, use of powerful resources as 

well as positions and material structures reflecting socially established differences. 

Situated and socially established knowledge ‘attaches meanings, norms, values, and 

beliefs’ (ibid.: 2) of definite social positions in discursive manner. 

 

Everyday life and everyday learning 
  

Examining societal and systemic responses to these educational challenges 

entails analysing data from everyday life and learning. Therefore, it has to be asked 

about those behaviours usually described by persons, e. g. in educational institutions, 

in their interactions with public administration – and in the articulations of 

respondents’ self-perceptions themselves. 

This broader range of investigation opens up when inclusion is conceptualised 

as involvement into practices, structures and relationships in ‘everyday life’ and 

related modes of learning. Everyday life is then a kind of – presumed – self-evidence 

of both pursuing one’s life and of practicing normatives3 characteristic of this 

framework of normality, social inclusion in specific networks and routinised practice. 

By constructing such concepts of everyday life, societal factors in late modernity 

display a tendency to shape subjectivity, to develop and manage the own productivity, 

to become a kind of ‘entrepreneurial self’ (Bröckling 2016). 

 
3 Normatives are defined as a ‘norm-oriented level of governing’ (Böhmer 2017, 47). 
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Therefore, in addition to understanding how refugees are branded or even 

interpellated as Others, it is also important to understand how they are introduced 

into the educational system and its demand for developing an ‘entrepreneurial self’. 

Education in and for the purpose of everyday life then means becoming an 

entrepreneurial subject and being included in an entrepreneurial society providing 

aspects of subjectivation, subjection to an order of work and productivity and 

involvement in this kind of social ‘normality’ as workforce in a distinct manner and 

process, to become a specific subject between different social positions of modern 

working society. 

 

Critique of everyday hegemony and marginalisation 
 

Critical angles of theories on education and space (Bourdieu 1991; 1984; 

Butler 2008; 1997; Butler and Athanasiou 2013; Foucault 2008; 2007b; 1997) can be 

connected with notions of education as a recent practice of subjectivation (Böhmer 

2014), not for the sake of using affirmative approaches but of adopting a critical 

stance on current developments in education. These concepts permit asking not only 

about everyday practice but also about everyday hegemony and its effects on the 

inclusion of people – and, as a result, on their social positioning. 

Referring to those aspects of inclusion and everyday life, it has already been 

shown that recent societies prefer to subjectivate individuals into a formation of 

‘entrepreneurs’ in their various manifestations. Current educational theories 

examine how to combine this with an educational tendency of enlightenment, 

emancipation and a self-referential and self-responsible subjectivity. It is evident 

that this is an ambivalent format of socialisation: free to decide when and how to 

work – but not free to decide that to work, included (when following working 

tendencies) – marginalised (when not), self-determined about time, place, labour 

and daily life – not about the goal of this life: profit, competition, success, social 

position. 

The processes of social recognition depend on these forms and on the 

respective responses to the ambivalences. The common view, then, states that 

individuals can meet the respective standards and bear their consequences for 

everyday life – or fail and be marginalised into various groups of vulnerable or 

repressed individuals. Subsequently, combining societal, social, spatial and 

educational concepts in a critical mode allows to examine transnational processes of 

informal learning and to highlight possible types of subjectivation. Thus, an 
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alternative educational model of socialising by education may be developed. 

Seen in this light, educational analyses assume a critical quality by reviewing 

these processes and their inherent concepts of normality and standards. A 

theoretical approach based on the findings above therefore has to integrate 

knowledge of informal learning processes of people concerned, the relevance of 

signifying people as distinct others, the concepts of normality, recognition and 

inclusion as well as the concepts of non-standard, accusation and precarity. 

The question of processes and structures producing a particular form of 

subjectivity provides insight into societal norms, forces and power constellations. 

Figurations of subjectivity and their basic axes of knowledge, power and ethics as 

well as politics are included (Foucault 2008).4 

 

3. Research Approach  

 

Analysing the applications of knowledge, categories, and groupism 

(Brubaker 2004) is essential to reveal prospects of refugee learning in informal and 

formal settings. Therefore, different aspects of education and space will 

contextualise the topic of research and place the findings in a light of educational 

theory of forced migration and social creation. Some selected results of this field are 

used to highlight structures and processes within. They represent inclusive claims 

and precarious consequences of these systemic settings. Finally, they open the path 

to initial approaches of an educational theory of space and signification in the 

everyday practice of dealing with forced migration. 

Considering signification in educational practices and the learning results, 

the data presented give reason to distinguish epistemic categories of social, public 

and educational spaces. The exploratory hypothesis suggests that refugees are 

branded as extremely different, requiring different structures, pathways and tools to 

learn and to be included in society through education. 

With the purpose of using the theoretical framework described above, 

different operational steps of research have been implemented in this project 

presented here: 

1. The description of learning a new language was examined as a tool in 

settings of a ‘monolingual habitus’ that still seems to be very important for the 

 
4 In this light, subjectivation, recognition and self-assertion merge into an interdependent 

complex. This is another facet to consider but cannot be examined in full here. 
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educational system (Gogolin 2013).  

2. Even more important than language-related research producing the 

outcomes discussed here may be the question of how differences are marked and 

constructed in everyday life in a new country. 

3. To answer the previous, experts from public space management and 

education projects have been interviewed. In addition, people active in formal and 

informal learning setting have been included in the study.5 

Specifically, the research process has focused on perspectives on social 

networks of refugees, on social interaction with volunteers, on contact with other 

people in actions of everyday life, and on structures and processes of formal and 

informal learning.  

 
4. Methods and Methodology 

 
The research project examines individual and structural processes designing 

groups of others through education and the creation of social spaces, employing a 

qualitative methodology to reconstruct individual perspectives and aims through 

semi-structured interviews, using content analysis (Mayring 2015). In a second 

approach, a semiotic methodology is used to explore power, positions and 

signification (Laclau 1990). The aim is not to seek essentialist knowledge (Laclau 

1983) but a reconstruction of subjective elements of knowledge about a specific 

social phenomenon – forced migration. Due to the aforementioned challenges, 

initial steps into this field have been performed through expert interviews. This 

approach underlines the importance of acquiring more insight not only into 

individual viewpoints but also positions, techniques and relations in labelling 

identities of refugees in the investigated area that was a town in Southern Germany. 

Therefore, as part of the Refugee Spaces research project (conducted by the 

author), experts have been interviewed to get first insights into their knowledge and 

practices of constructing social positions by signifying refugees. The main focus was 

to better understand their attitude about refugees, refugee’s everyday life and the 

risks and chances of signifying different social positions in the investigated field. By 

combining these pieces of knowledge, the project is able to enrich the possibilities 

of understanding and learning modes of ‘constructing refugees as a different social 

 
5 Another part of the project interviewed refugees about their experiences of everyday life and 

their learning experiences. These responses have not been used in this paper because they are 

beyond the main focus of research. 
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group’. To better understand this knowledge, the interviews (n = 8) were conducted 

from April to June 2017.  

 
5. Results 

 

As previously explained, two levels of results have been achieved this way: 

On one level, practices of signification are examined. By using specific signifiers in 

specific situations of grouping people, creating different modes of subjectivities, 

groups and othering (Hall 1997), the ‘knowledge of the others’ can be described in 

its emergence. On a second level, intersecting epistemic categories of social, public 

and educational spaces are shown to explain the creation of hegemonic and 

subordinate positions in a neoliberal society (Foucault 2008; with regard to asylum-

seekers in Denmark Kohl 2020). 

 

Othering on the level of signifying processes 
 

On the level of signifying people as Others, strategies and efforts of actors in 

these fields become intelligible for the purposes of creating types of knowledge. This 

is performed by referring to those Others through educational and subjectivating 

arrangements of work, language and culture. 

A first result of the survey shows that everyday practices entail certain 

modes of subjectivation. Interviewed educators have pointed out that refugees need 

close contact to their families – in the country of immigration, but often even more 

so in the country they have left. Regarding everyday practices such as schooling or 

work, it can be difficult to understand why such intense contact can be important – 

at the moment, school or work seem to play a more relevant role (1, 200ff.; 2, 

176ff.)6. This may befit the organisation’s processes and culture, but sometimes 

actors seem to create a dichotomy of organisation on the one hand and the everyday 

life of refugees on the other (2, 30f.). In these cases, othering does not only reach 

individuals but strives for fields of ‘our’ (organisational) normality vs. ‘their’ daily life 

(Hall 1997, 48). Factors in the processing of Othering are not only individuals with 

their social and semiotic practices, but creating otherness addresses also their 

embedding in social, organisational and semiotic structures such as societal 

 
6 References to the interviews are listed with number of interview and line number of 

transcripts. Translation of German interviews by the author. 
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normatives or even institutional workflows and linguistic practices. 

In another context, a certain understanding of integration could be 

identified. One interviewee pointed out that her idea of integration referred mainly 

to recognising refugees and – from time to time –coming into contact with ‘locals’ 

(2, 583ff.). By defining integration in this way, a subjective positioning of individuals 

and their group is achieved. This does not begin with social interactions in a field of 

everyday contacts but creates a specific mode of self-reference. This particular self-

referential subjectivity is not perpetuated by persistent social interactions with 

native residents but by maintaining an intersubjective relation to individual views 

and experiences. Participating in various practices and networks of different people 

sharing a social space does not seem to be a goal of social integration for this 

interviewee. 

Educational practices in refugee families have not been actively criticised by 

another volunteer. Instead, she preferred to interact via learning through modelling 

(3, 363ff.). She did not discuss her viewpoint but clearly expressed in her behaviour 

that with regard to a specific educational practice, ‘here in Germany this is not 

feasible for us’ (3, 366). The same interviewee also disclosed a structural normativity 

by signifying a specific kind of educational interaction. Restricted to showing rather 

than telling, her normative position was not accessible to interviewing and 

discussion. She was simply sure of her normative idea and lived it out in her 

organisational practice, effectively preventing further discussion and critical 

questions. This created another version of integration – being wrong about 

differences and only being able to reaffirm a ‘Western’ normative. Another example 

of this mode of unquestioned notion of normality was the interaction of gendered 

groups: If men and women acted in the same manner, they were labelled liberal (3, 

369ff.; 3, 798ff.). But such a label that would not take their (maybe different) basic 

backgrounds into account does not necessarily show the same rights of gendered 

groups but maybe only same practices of different social positions. Whether there 

are actually the same rights and consequences has not been questioned by most 

interviewees (with regard to everyday challenges such as housing, work etc. 6, 

440ff.). 

A further signifier could be identified as well: refugees seem to perceive the 

domestic population as friendly and generally open-minded (3, 500f.). The 

description of this general relationship of two obviously homogenised groups cannot 

be consistent with all experiences of the interviewees. Rather, a mode of harmonious 
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normality may be described here. In this context, the labels ‘friendly’ and ‘open 

minded’ characterise a relationship between volunteers and refugees to be 

portrayed without further ado. By arguing in this way, the speaker’s position is 

supported and legitimised as acting correctly and rightly. 

This positioning of volunteers in relation to the needs of refugees could also 

be found in a later sequence. Here, respondents were asked about the most 

important approach for volunteers in their work with refugees. The responses 

indicated that volunteers would ask refugees about their needs and implement the 

answers. This sheds a light on the needs of refugees but not the needs of volunteers 

(3, 748ff). This argumentation reinforces a certain type of normality, identifying 

positions of power and also agency. But between the various groups of actors, no 

discursive negotiation is possible or even considered necessary.  

Summing up these primary aspects of subjectivation in everyday practice, 

different qualities of othering came into view: creating a dichotomy of organisation 

and social spaces, marking integration as a mode of self-reference, but with little 

participation in everyday life, avoidance of discussions, instead practicing normatives 

as having no alternative, declaring these groupist labels harmonious and exemplary, 

focusing on (gendered) practices, not on their (social) conditions and consequences, 

semantically establishing positions of power and agency. 

When looking at the subjectivation potentials of education, the first insight 

was a position of educational differences. It was not a national difference that has 

been noted but one of urban and rural dissimilarity (1, 36ff.). This generates not a 

national education system but a general difference of urban and rural education. 

Subjectivity created this way is not a nationalist but a globalised creation, unifying 

national differences for the sake of urban advantages. 

Individuals in such a neoliberal mode of perception and knowledge must be 

motivated and bring a solid educational background to find a good job (1, 100ff.; 2, 

328ff.). This also provides better chances for refugees not to be deported, the 

interviewee suggested (1, 90ff.). This view can be combined with an educator’s goal: 

‘In general, everything they learn is how to be German and how to immerse into our 

society, in our everyday culture, as we say […].’ (2, 21ff.) Another important element 

of this work-oriented culture suggests that individuals can qualify their own limits (2, 

600ff.). In a workfare society, social integration and becoming a recognised subject 

has to involve work and language simultaneously (3, 234ff.). Most refugees call this 

their motivation, too (3, 222ff.). Thus, the combination of learning the new country’s 
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language and getting a job there is a specific expression of how the interviewees read 

their society: It is not only a labour society but one whose language is homogenised, a 

society in need of workers with self-reflection and knowledge of their socially relevant 

limitations. 

One educator identified migration and lack of education (2, 42ff.). Her answer 

to this notion was not to tackle education and make up for the lack of knowledge of 

the students but to optimise learning strategies and support some awareness of being 

a (now more) competent learner (2, 48ff.; 2, 299ff.). This version of competence-based 

empowerment was accomplished by the presence of the educators and their team (2, 

61ff.; 2, 615ff.) so that their attendance and authority seem to guarantee educational 

quality and outcome. On the other hand, another educator claimed that their role and 

purpose was to ensure that students attended school (5, 290ff.). 

Another educator interviewed refused to tackle trauma effects of refugee 

students: ‘We are not trained for that.’ (2, 192ff.) The position of the educator is 

designed with these aspects in mind, to be present, powerful and competent, 

combined with a rejection of the less favourable experiences of students.  

Unlike educators, most refugees cannot claim a powerful and socially 

recognised position. These social differences are produced in educational practice (3, 

775ff.). The only exceptions were one person from Iraq who was attributed the habitus 

of a former academic (3, 299ff.) and another from Syria who was attributed a 

‘domestic’ habitus (3, 583ff.). 

As a conclusion of the analyses related to educational aspects, it can be stated 

that educational work can overcome national differences for the sake of urban 

advantages. Further, a linguistically homogenised labour society can be identified, that 

needs workers with self-reflection and knowledge of their socially relevant limits. The 

position of educators has been interpreted as present, powerful and competent, 

combined with rejection of less favourable experiences of students, and the task and 

purpose of educators were results of their powerful position. Recognised social 

positions were not accessible to refugees; with exception of a kind of ‘higher’ habitus. 

As it already been shown, education, work and language are very closely tied 

here to organising the social integration of refugees. This layer of subjectivation now 

has to be identified in the creations of the interviewees in detail. 

The first problem mentioned by an interviewee is that often, educational 

certificates are not recognised by public authorities. Even well-educated refugees 

therefore may not apply for better jobs with higher wages and better social status. 
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They only can apply for jobs most other applicants do not want to get because these 

jobs are too uncomfortable, exhausting or have little prestige: ‘Bakers, for instance … 

jobs where you have to get up early. Landscapers and stuff like that, physically hard 

work.’ (1, 274f.) Therefore, many refugees have adapted to this situation and adjusted 

their vocational aspirations (1, 282ff.; 1, 416ff.). In contrast, this interviewee 

mentioned that most refugees would be satisfied with these jobs because they knew 

them from their countries of origin (1, 288ff.). Once again, the importance of 

motivation and willingness to succeed in internships is underlined. Furthermore, both 

motivation and willingness are said to be more important for success than previous 

educational efforts (1, 310ff.). These viewpoints may help understand the quality of 

internships and jobs refugees can achieve. But they seem to contradict the position 

mentioned before that most refugees had to take those jobs that other applicants did 

not want to accept. 

Again, motivation for internships seems to be needed and is said to be present 

in almost every refugee working there (1, 439ff.). Another educator was also highly 

motivated to enable refugees to get jobs, but she stressed this importance for those 

jobs that do not get enough domestic trainees yet (2, 90ff.). In a neoliberal 

understanding of work-based socialisation, two different views meet here in a specific 

complex – the ‘entrepreneurial self’ and its workforce. (Cf. 2.3 of this article.) They are 

qualified by their own drive, economic subjectivation of their own streamlining of 

labour market qualities (Foucault 2007a). By taking such a view, refugees become what 

the educators interviewed would want them to be: workers in fields avoided by others. 

Education is part of a socialising process creating social differences by educational 

differences. This problem has been known for a long time (Bourdieu and Passeron 

1990) but now it is entering a new cycle of realisation. The societal structure of social 

difference is renewed and reinforced by educators and the educational system – with 

education producing a hierarchic position in the social space of society (Bourdieu 

1984). The educators interviewed in this project comment on these processes, in other 

words, this social hierarchy developed from educational processes and work practices 

is evident to them. Education then supports and enforces social differences by creating 

differences applicable in new practices of classism. 

To summarise these findings: If refugees can achieve internships and jobs, 

they often seem to get those other applicants did not want to take. Reasons for this 

were that refugees’ certificates might not be accepted, their goals in the assignments 

have been adjusted to these legal limitations. Also, in these jobs, motivation and 
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willingness to fit into organisational requirements seem to be more important than 

a previous educational background. These aspects are leading to a distinct 

performance of refugee-subjectivity. Further, positions in the working space are 

created by a special formation of subjectivity in general (‘entrepreneurial self’ and 

its workforce). Finally, this subjectivity can be created with support from educators. 

Other fields such as religion and culture could be analysed to reveal further 

structures and strategies of creating Others. That much is methodologically clear: 

these approaches do not fully cover all possible variations and the answers given in 

the interviews are not representative. They only show some potential way of how 

othering develops in dealing with refugees. At the same time, the answers given in 

the interviews are not unsystematic. They arrange themselves within a field of social 

structures and ordered positions. Thus, the answers analysed here show some 

typical modes of treating the education of refugees, their ways into labour and their 

socialised places in all these processes. The given answers thus open up a glimpse 

into some of the methods of creating Others via signification inside the discursive 

field of hegemony and precarity of forced migration examined here (Laclau 1990).  

In all areas mentioned here, the fundamental practice is transparent: setting 

up a dichotomous social field in which othered groups can be ‘integrated’ as being 

different and not standard, yet participating. They are recognised as Others in the 

social field and as a result made precarious via educational inclusion. Such a non-

standard position establishes the normality of those who have the power to define 

(Foucault 2004). At least this ‘normality’ applies to groups labelled Non-Standard 

Others. 

These policies of making groups precarious, detaching them from being 

accepted as familiar and part of the range of hegemonic social recognition means 

that such individuals are grouped, made precarious and used as workforce in 

positions domestic workers often do not want to occupy. The findings presented 

above reveal this fact with regard to everyday practice, education and work. These 

areas of creating dichotomous othering can be described as a neoliberal version of 

subjectivation (Foucault 2008; 2007a). It can also be portrayed as a version of 

socialising individuals as indicated members of groups of Non-Standards, i. e. Others 

(Brubaker 2004). This strategy not only enforces social positions and societal 

hegemonies, it also creates options for developing a kind of coherent identity – for 

individuals as well as for social groups. The examples of surveyed educators showed 

that they were only talking about refugees as Others, but in doing so they secured 
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for themselves a position of power to define, rule and judge people in terms of a 

working society. The interviewees revealed not only their subjective views and 

positions but also disclosed socialised position as members of a social group, an 

organisation, an institution and, as a result, a societal field. 

Nevertheless, the findings pointed out some potential steps a society can 

take to support a specific historical structure of vertical and horizontal differences. 

Refugees seem to become a group made to enforce societal structures by being 

integrated into the lower places of labour and education – and consequently into 

precarious recognition. But there is not only a process of social construction but 

another of intersecting disadvantaged positions. To better understand this 

intersection, it will be analysed more extensively in the following part. 

 

Intersecting epistemic categories of social, public and educational spaces 
 

A more metatheoretical approach to the data presented before allows for 

the distinction of epistemic categories of social, public and educational spaces, such 

as transnational, transcultural and transsubjective affiliations of individuals, groups, 

networks and institutions. Hence, the data show a crossover of those spaces and 

their inherent logics and cognitions because social aspects are addressed in public 

and in (not only: formal) educational spaces, public perspectives generate resonance 

in educational (that is: formal, but in a more subversive form in informal settings as 

well) and in social spaces, and educational processes and outcomes are negatively 

affected by social processes (like inclusion or precariousness), in public debates and 

their political implications. 

When asking about the coherence of these results and their levels, social 

spaces of refugees can be reconstructed as very mutable while – for the individuals 

in question – as inclusive as possible (with regard to spatial, subjective and social 

qualities). Thus, the generated knowledge of refugees and their educational 

processes are marked by specific categories and translated into a ‘precarious 

inclusion’, i. e. a precarious mode of participation in everyday life, education and 

labour that as a rule provides mainly marginalised and insecure positions. In detail, 

some findings of this project concerning a precariousness of Othered are as follows: 

Social positioning occurs through using certain spaces declared dangerous, such as 

train stations or other public spaces, and assign them to using Wi-Fi, to meet people 

or just to spend time there (1, 195ff.; 1, 423ff.; 3, 634ff.). Labour shortages in some 
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occupational fields shape the perceptions and assessments of students in school (1, 

14ff.; 2, 402ff.; 3, 236ff.; 5, 53ff.) and also of young refugees in everyday situations 

in urban settings (6, 182ff.; 7, 529ff.; 8, 460ff.). Political effects of reducing 

immigration seems to enable more intense integration activity (1, 416ff.). 

Political aspects also include the assumed criminality with which some 

groups of refugees were labelled upon becoming visible in public spaces (1, 423ff.). 

The reason for their visibility was their lack of access to job markets because their 

educational certificates were not accepted, and they, excluded from the more 

profitable submarkets. 

Another aspect of educational impact on social processes is the knowledge 

some refugees may have acquired before they immigrated. They are able to interact 

in social processes in a way not accessible to those without such knowledge – such 

as language, law, etc. (3, 311ff.). 

Practices of othering and the intersecting spheres of social, educational and 

public spaces thus organise and structure everyday life and the ways of 

subjectivating knowledge about refugees. These processes are both affirmative of 

common structures and hierarchies of knowledge about the othered and 

transformers of those given structures: especially for the refugees as seen by the 

questions of how their everyday life is conducted and how they focus on their 

previously existing educational plans. 

 

6. Discussion: Different Knowledge Structures 

 

This analysis noted some effects of producing societal fields with 

dichotomous knowledge: of organisation and social spaces, of different working 

levels, of the standard and the non-standard and of We and The Others. The effect 

of groupist labelling as harmonious and exemplary sustains social and societal forms 

of status in the modus of knowledge. Within these practices, positions of power and 

also skill are semantically established to defend hegemonic positions. These 

positions are understood as present, powerful and competent. In turn, positions in 

the working space are set up with a special subjectivity in mind (‘entrepreneurial self’ 

and its workforce) widening the gap between people in desired jobs and people in 

just precarious employment. Educators play an essential role in creating those 

subjectivities and the allocation or denial of desired social positions. 

These responses are not objective, validated reports but views of actors 
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expressing a social and public environment while assuming a specific position of 

potential construction and affirmation of knowledge systems. The data provides 

insight into the viewpoints of refugee learning in informal settings driven by socially 

labelled differences within the knowledge system of the actors and their discursive 

field. In this discursive field, societal normality is reorganised by grouping very 

different individuals into a box named Refugees, ascribing to them certain 

characteristics, tasks and ‘non-standard’ features of socialising processes. 

But ‘marginalised lives provide the scientific problems and the research 

agendas – not the solutions – for standpoint theories’ (Harding 1993, 62). Further 

research is therefore needed to better understand the marginalised perspectives of 

refugees, their requirements and their desires in the everyday struggle for 

normalised acknowledgement. The aim is to create more and different forms of 

knowledge structures about the strategies and technologies of ‘producing the others 

within’ but even more to understand the differences of the individual positions – 

above all, those of persons in low positions and their knowledge. 

A methodological limitation must be acknowledged: the number of 

interviewees. This explorative research is neither representative nor covers a large 

section of the examined field. All this has to be expanded upon in future research. 

But this paper provides a first insight into practices and processes performed in the 

examined field – and in other fields as well. It opens a view on the heterogeneous 

sides of the issue, preventing a homogeneous illusion of The Refugees and even 

creating once more a ‘real’ group of ‘othered’. Hence, this paper presents issues of 

‘realising the others’, even though more strategies and techniques could be found. 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

Since such a kind of research may become ‘a resource for maximising 

objectivity’ (Harding 1993, 69), it supports the view that othering is one (but not the 

only) instrument of reconstructing social differences by socialising and educating 

refugees – and acquiring knowledge about them. This may help analyse social, 

educational and spatial inclusion in everyday life and in intersecting spheres of 

hegemonic and subordinate positions in Western society and in their educational 

processes. Finally referring to Laclau, the complex of social, public, and educational 

practices ‘is not only the infinite play of differences. It is also the attempt to limit that 

play, to domesticate infinitude, to embrace it within the finitude of an order’ (Laclau 
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1983, 22). But it is just a ‘vain attempt to institute that impossible object: society’ 

(ibid., 24.). This attempt seems to be as desirable as it is impossible to achieve. 
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Home and Sense of Belonging in the Life Stories of First and 

Second Generations of Latvian Exiles1 
 

Maija KRŪMIŅA 
 
 

Abstract. In the end of Second World War many Latvians found refuge in the western 
countries defining themselves as an exile community. When Latvia regained its 
independence, the exile was officially put to an end, however, most part of exiles did not 
return. Hence, the question arises: how different generations of exile Latvians define their 
attachment to their homeland and to their host countries? The study is based on the analysis 
of the life story interviews gathered at the Latvian National Oral History Collection. In general, 
these life stories are consistent with the observation that the ability to rebuild homes does 
not deny the importance of territorial identity; instead, it highlights the different ways in 
which homes and mobility can interact with each other (Murcia 2019). As evident from the 
experience of both first- and second-generation exiles, homes, even for those for whom they 
are fixed in a particular place, are dynamic – associated with changes in time and space, 
attitudes, and feelings of belonging. As a result, some are neither separated from the place 
left in the past, nor really integrated into the current place, while others form a connection 
to all the places they have inhabited during their life. 
 

 

Keywords: forced migration, exile, home, place identity, life stories, memory 

 

 

Introduction  

 

In the result of the Second World War, Latvia not only lost its statehood, but 

also several hundred thousand of its inhabitants. Part of them lost their lives in 

wartime conditions and under the Soviet and Nazi occupying regimes, others were 

deported to Siberia while still others fled to the west fearing the return of Soviet rule 

and further repressions. At the end of the war, most part of the refugees who had 

reached west (approximately 150.000–200.000 people) did not consider it possible 

to return to the Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic, but instead found refuge in the 

different host countries (the Unites States, Great Britain, Australia etc.), defining 

 
1 The research is funded by the University of Latvia project “Critical thinking, innovation, 

competitiveness and globalization” (project No. AAP2016/B033). 
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themselves as an exile community with a common goal of fighting communism, 

working for the restoration of independent Latvia, preserving Latvian culture abroad 

and transmitting this culture to the future generations.2 Along with this common 

goal, Latvians in exile were united by memories of life in pre-war Latvia, leaving home 

and settling in their new host countries. These aspects allow them to be defined as 

a certain community of memories, namely, a group of people whose members feel 

connected to each other because they are united by a common direct experience 

(Irwin-Zarecka 1994, 47). Alternately, they can be considered as an imagined 

community, that is, “a community based not so much on geography or circumstance 

as on sets of meanings, symbols and even literary fictions that it has in common and 

that enable its members to recognise and converse with each other with a sense of 

mutual belonging (Hoffman 2005 as cited in Pickering and Keightley 2012, 127). 

Over time, exile Latvians adapted to the new conditions and successfully 

integrated into the societies of their host countries. Nevertheless, many of them did 

not forget the above-mentioned common goals, preserved their Latvian identity and 

passed it on to the next generations. When Latvia regained its independence in 1991, 

the exile was officially put to an end, as Latvians finally had the opportunity to return 

home. However, most often it turned out that 50 years had been too long and people 

were too settled down to return. In addition, the question arose – what is/was the 

place that these people considered their home? 

Exile, which is a specific form of migration, is most often characterized by a 

sedentary, never-ending attachment to the lost place and land as a source of identity 

and the only home. But is this the only thing we can hear in the life stories of Latvians 

in exile? And is it true to assume that the question “where is my home” is often more 

complicated and also more acute not for those who have experienced migration 

themselves (i.e., the first generation in exile), but for those who have inherited it 

(i.e., the second and next generations) (Stock 2017, 1)? These are the issues that will 

be addressed in the article, based on the analysis of the life story interviews with the 

exile Latvians of different generations gathered at the Latvian National Oral History 

(NOH) Collection3. Each of these life story interviews “reports on individual and 

 
2 As noted by researchers of different exile communities, in such way the recent refugees 

“could possibly seclude themselves from losing a sense of control over their future, as their 

lives took turn for the unknown” (Sznajder and Roniger 2009, 29). 
3 NOH collection at the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology of the University of Latvia aims 

at documenting the living, unexplored experience of the nation’s people in recent historical 

events. The collection was started in 1992 and now consists of over 4,700 audio-recorded life 



                   
 Home and Sense of Belonging in the Life Stories of Latvian Exiles 

JIMS - Volume 15, number 2, 2021 

 

135 
   

personal life events, but, when viewed in larger numbers, allows us to see the whole 

generation, historical era or geographical location” (Bela-Krūmiņa 2004, 529). In 

addition, such type of biographical sources is able to reveal “what significance events 

have played in people’s lives, how deep their emotional impact is, how one is aware 

of what has happened and how one expresses oneself and one’s identity” (Zirnīte 

2011, 204). In order to place the experience of exile Latvians in a broader context, 

the first part of the article explores such concepts as home and place identity in 

direct connection with the issues of migration, refugees and exile.  

 

The concept of home (homeland) in relation to (forced) migration 

 

The refugee studies have paid a great deal of attention to the fact that 

refugees long intensely for their place of origin or “paradise”, the loss or absence of 

which entails a negative experience (Ezrahi 1992, 465). Psychologist and refugee 

researcher Renos K. Papadopoulos has also pointed out that the only common 

feature of every refugee, no matter where or when they come from, is not the 

trauma but the loss of a home, which is not only physical but also psychological 

experience (Papadopoulos 2002, 9). 

There has been a much scholarly discussion on the concept of home within 

the disciplines of sociology, anthropology, psychology, human geography, history, 

architecture and philosophy (see, e.g., Douglas 1991, Mallet 2004). If summarizing, 

home, which in context of forced migrants and exiles are commonly equated to 

homeland, is not just a physical building or place, but also a space of belonging, 

intimacy, security, interpersonal relationships and self-confidence (Liu 2014, 19). It 

is a highly packed signifier that encompasses both place and concept and brings 

together memories and longings, spatialities and temporalities, immediate family 

and long-dead ancestors, the local and the global, physical sensations with the 

intangible and that which is impossible to put into words (Markowitz 2004, 23). 

Home is also an important part of one’s identity, or, more precisely, place 

identity. Place identity, which was introduced as a concept by environmental 

 
stories, several written memoirs, and numerous video recordings. Part of the collection consists 

of interviews recorded with Latvians abroad – mainly in the United States, but also in Great 

Britain, Sweden, Norway, Germany and Australia. These interviews are aimed at documenting 

the experience of both post-Second World War exiles and recent economic emigrants. (For 

further information see www.oralhistory.lv) 
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psychologists in the late 1970s, is defined as “a potpourri of memories, conceptions, 

interpretations, ideas, and related feelings about specific physical settings, as well as 

types of settings” (Proshansky 1978, as cited in Qazami 2014, 307). At the same time, 

it is also an active process during which people, by spatially interacting, define 

themselves by belonging to a certain place. In other words, the place identity is a 

component of personal identity that develops according to the elements that are 

typical of a particular area and the activities that have occurred there (Hernandez et 

al. 2007, 311).  

In accordance with above mentioned, the concept of home – along with 

identity and a sense of belonging as potential synonyms – is one of the possible 

meeting points of different migration paradigms (Vukušic 2011, 67), as the 

psychological, emotional and existential connection with home is felt more acutely 

by migrants who have experienced departure (also forced migration or flight) and 

entry (arrival in the new place of residence) as the turning points or their lives or 

breaks in their personal biographies. As migration itself involves a polarity between 

home and absence, given the uncertainty surrounding the possibility or impossibility 

of returning home, the home or homeland becomes a kind of sacred place in the 

lives of migrants, but especially for refugees/exiles, namely, they are places that 

function as a kind of perpetuum mobile, giving them the driving force to maintain 

their identity (ibidem, 70). 

 

Sense of home in the life stories of exile Latvians 

 

The notion of a (lost) sacred place can also be heard in the life stories of the 

NOH collections, especially when exiles talk about returning (even temporarily) to 

their homeland and/or home, e.g.: 

When I returned for the first time to my hometown (it was in 1992) – I didn’t 
recognize anything there anymore. Not even the path we walked. I only found the 
foundations of our house. Around the place where my bed was standing back then, 
there was a spruce tree. Some cones had fallen, or the squirrels had dropped them. 
I took three cones – that was all left from my father’s house. [...] I don’t want 
anything elsewhere – I want the place where I was born, where I grew up, which 
belonged to my ancestors. From generation to generation, as far as I know, my 
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ancestors had lived there. For that I love my country, my homeland. That is my 
homeland.4 

During the 50 years of the exile the particular sacred place has physically 

disappeared, but the nostalgic attachment to this place, which has belonged to 

respondent’s family for generations and is now embodied in three spruce cones, has 

not disappeared. Instead, the loss of a home in this, as in many other cases, has 

become a conscious and even central part of the exile’s personal identity (Sznajder 

and Roniger 2009, 29). 

The aggravated relationship between oneself and home can be clearly heard 

in the life story of a woman, who left Latvia as a child and have lived most of her life 

in Great Britain: 

Maybe it’s very sentimental, but I feel at home in many countries, however, at the 
same time, I don’t feel at home anywhere. And Latvia is also included there. Because 
always, if I’m in some country, I want to enjoy the way those people live there. I’m 
enjoying in with my heart and soul, you might say. But as I say, in all those countries 
and even in Latvia I feel like a stranger. 

 

In the further course of her life story, the woman also points out that for a 

long period of her life she has felt lost, because “something was missing in my life 

and dragged me back [to Latvia]; probably because I had fond memories of the 

people I loved and who I didn’t meet anymore”. In general, this life story, like many 

others, shows that quite a few of exile Latvians truly feel “homeless” or, one might 

say, as living on the threshold between memories of home/homeland and the real 

life in their host countries, unable to take a step forward (assuming their host country 

as a real home), not really back (returning to Latvia). In other words, they constantly 

fluctuate between the past in the homeland and the present in the host country 

(Sznajder and Ronigen 2009, 19). 

The quoted life story also points to another important nuance, namely, that 

home does not necessarily have to be interpreted in spatial or geographical 

categories and is never a place per se, but rather the relationship that an individual 

has established with a place. Respectively, although people may be attached to 

certain places, the feeling of home can also be caused by other processes: being with 

certain people, certain social conditions or imaginary communities, as well as daily 

 
4 Here and below are quotes from life story interviews from the Latvian National Oral History 

Collection. 
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routines or specific objects (Stock 2017, 30). Accordingly, the exiles’ longing for 

Latvia was largely related not only to a specific geographical location, but also to the 

remaining connections with relatives and friends whose presence or lack of it is most 

closely linked to their ability to feel at home somewhere.  

An important feature of the concept of home in the context of migration 

especially in the context of biographical approach used in this particular study, is its 

connection with stories. On the one hand, home is closely linked to identity, 

especially from a narrative perspective, which presume that identity is expressed 

through stories. Namely, by telling stories about their homes and lives, people locate 

themselves in the present by considering past experiences and future directions as 

significant for their current situation (Stock 2017, 38). On the other hand, as stated 

by Renos Pappadopoulus, stories of lost homes play an important role in the 

existence of refugee (exile) communities, as they allow individuals to unite without 

hiding the negative and disruptive consequences of homelessness. In addition, both 

families and communities can restructure both themselves and their relationships by 

sharing common stories. In other words, with the help of stories, they can restore 

the primary conditions of home – its protective and filling shell (Papadopoulos 2002, 

33–34). 

The fact that stories about the lost Latvia and the time spent there were 

constantly present in the exile community is well illustrated by the extent to which 

second-generation exiles are usually able to describe not only the twists and turns 

of their parents, but also their grandparents as well as places they could only get to 

know indirectly. In turn, the fact that these stories also played an important role in 

the formation of these people’s sense of belonging is characterized by fragments of 

a life story of a second-generation exile Latvian living in Great Britain: 

If I go to some city I have never been, for example, Hamburg or New York, I might 
have seen the pictures before, but it doesn’t mean much there. I had also seen many 
pictures of Latvia and I was told a lot. When your parents are talking about some 
street [in Latvia], you don’t remember what happened there. But then you go and 
you see this street, and it feels like you are opening a book which you have read but 
you haven’t really understood. And then you start to feel more and see – yes, once 
my mother may have walked here or my father may have. All the things that were 
told, they then began to fall into place. 

This story, as well as others highlight the important role of intergenerational 

communication within family in shaping the identity and sense of belonging of 

second-generation Latvians in exile, as “it is through our embeddedness in the family 

that the experience of the previous generation is integrated into our own way of 
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being in the world” (Pickering and Keightley 2012, 119). In the case of exile Latvians, 

this experience was inseparably connected with the homeland and everything that 

belonged to it, and it manifested itself or was transmitted through stories, language 

and emotions. This is also confirmed by the narration of a second-generation exile 

Latvian interviewed in the USA in which she points out the role of all three elements 

(language, stories, emotions) in the formation of her identity. 

I am what my parents and what I myself chose to be, and what I feel. And I have 
always felt like a Latvian. […] I always spoke Latvian at home with my parents. And 
we very often talking about different topics together at the dinner table, and it was 
always in Latvian. The Latvian language has always been very dear to me. 

As we can see, the older generation’s stories about the homeland helped the 

younger generations to keep in close touch with it, but at the same time these stories 

have other effects, which have been talked about by anthropologist Ilana Feldman. 

Using analogies to poetry and music, she defines both stories and rhythmic actions 

reminiscent of the home experience as refrain, which she believes help refugees (and 

exiles) not only to stay in touch with home but also to restore the feeling of security 

even when there is chaos around. She has also pointed out that “with increasing 

distance, the balance between the material and the narrative in people’s 

relationships to their homes shifted, and the “told” occupied a larger place than the 

“touched.” […] There was never a complete replacement of the tactile though – as 

the widespread practice of keeping keys to homes long destroyed can attest – but 

the character of these objects was transformed. However, much people might resist 

it, these things from home have become more “objects of memory” than “items of 

use”” (Feldman 2006, 17). 

Exile Latvian life stories offer much evidence of the transformation of such 

everyday objects into objects of memory. However, stories about seemingly very 

mundane objects, which may have even been taken into exile by chance but have 

acquired a symbolic meaning over time, seem particularly striking, e.g.: 

I remember so much that we had several household items with us. We still have a 
meat cutting board – it was taken from Latvia to Germany and here to America. And 
my mother told me that I will inherit it when she’ll die. It is made of Latvian birch 
wood, and we always put apple bread on it. Mom baked apple bread and always put 
it on this board. It’s a tradition. 

Although this may seem like a simple story of a mother who bakes apple 

bread for her family, it has a deeper meaning as it tells about ritualized activities and 

shared stories, which most probably took place in parallel with cooking and later at 



                      
Maija KRŪMIŅA 

JIMS – Volume 15, number 2, 2021 

 

140 
 

the family table. It also shows that over time this cutting board has become the 

object of the family’s embodied memories.  

Taken altogether, all these refrains of home, combined with other elements 

(language, common memorial rituals, homeland visits, etc.) made (and still make) 

some of the second-generation exile Latvians define Latvia as their only home. 

However, this is and cannot be the only way, because “as time passes and migration 

becomes an inherited memory rather than a direct one, the imagery of homeland 

and host country becomes more complex. For descendants of migrants, the ‘new’ 

land has never been new in the first place, and the perception and relevance of the 

‘homeland’ […] can be much more fragmented than for those who actually 

experienced migration” (Stock 2017, 29). However, as the life stories of the NOH 

collection show, also in the case of first-generation exile Latvians the sense of home 

and belonging is not perceived as unambiguous and stable, but rather as changeable 

and even contradictory, largely due to the many years spent in exile and the fact that 

“people can maintain their emotional attachments to their lost home but, at the 

same time, develop a sense of home in other places. In other words, home becomes 

a continuum in which traumatic and positive experiences of ‘there’, ‘here’ and 

‘elsewhere’ interact over time and space in the memories, aspirations and actions of 

the displaced delivered to make a home for themselves” (Murcia 2019, 1528). 

Such dual sense of belonging, expressed both directly and indirectly, can 

often be heard in the life stories of the first-generation of exiles analyzed in this 

study. Although the emphasis is slightly different in each case, many of these people 

feel a sense of belonging to both their homeland and their host country. Crucially, 

such a dual sense of belonging does not mean that the life stories of first-generation 

exiles lack a painful longing for their place of origin, which can be called nostalgia or, 

as Reno Papadopoulos has defined it, nostalgic disorientation – “a deep sense of a 

gap, a fissure, a hole, an absence, a lack of confidence in one’s own existence and 

consequently in ‘reading life’ which leads to a particular kind of frozenness” 

(Papadopoulos 2002, 18). Such feelings are evidenced in such statements as 

“sometimes I feel a real physical pain for Latvia. I have such a longing for Latvia!” 

(woman living in Great Britain) or “Yes, I have been to [Latvia] several times. But that 

first experience was the most horrible actually. When I came back [to Sweden], I had 

extreme depression for about half a year. I felt that here [in Sweden] I am a stranger 

– it’s a foreign land, a foreign language” (woman, living in Sweden). The last quote 

proves that longing for one’s homeland can be felt as a discomfort in the body – body 
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that feels disconnected from its rightful place (Ahmed 1999, 343). However, the 

woman’s further narrative also reflects that no matter how strong her nostalgic 

feelings are, Latvia is no longer the place that can function as her home: “When I go 

to Riga [capital city], I feel – oh, how nice! Extremely warm feeling takes over me. 

But again... it’s not my Riga though. It’s different. And when I came back [to Sweden] 

– yes, probably my fate is to remain here.” 

This narrative is fully in line with the finding of migration researchers that it 

is not possible to return to the home/homeland that has remained in the memory of 

the exiles. Respectively, the journey of the respondent as a refugee has led her only 

in one direction: even if she returns, she has not reached the same place where she 

originally came from. From both a physical and an emotional perspective, the place 

she once called home has changed and is destined to live only in her memories 

(Gemignani 2011, 132–133). Significantly, that some of the respondents speak quite 

directly about their awareness that a true return home would require not only a 

travel in space, but also in time which, as they well understand, is not possible. For 

this reason, some of them have deliberately chosen never to go to Latvia, e.g.: “I 

think that my Latvia died at the same time as my youth there. And if you would take 

me, so to speak, on a golden tray there, ok. But I would do it with great effort as I 

don’t want to ruin my dreams about the Latvia that stayed there! Which died at the 

same time as my youth.” 

Exiles are also well aware of the changes in their place identity which have 

occurred during the prolonged absence from homeland. Thus, the previously quoted 

woman also reflects on where her home really is – in the place where she found 

three spruce cones, or the place where most of her life was spent: “Latvia is my 

homeland. But my home is in the United States, because I’ve lived here since 1951. I 

feel safe here. I will die here and I will stay here. Here I have a graveyard, here I have 

lived. I am very sorry, Latvia is my homeland, but here is my home.” Although 

nostalgia for the lost homeland is clearly felt, the respondent herself defines that the 

home is no longer there or even in both places, but exclusively in the country of 

residence, which is the place where her children and grandchildren are raised and 

where her family has acquired a new place of residence. In addition, her life in the 

United Stated was spent in a very Latvian environment, by taking part in various 

cultural and social activities of exile community, which both strengthened her 

Latvian identity (and helped to transfer it to the next generations) and helped the 

originally unfamiliar country to become her own. 
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However, one can find also quite different experience and feelings among 

the life stories of exile Latvians, as, e.g., the narrative of another woman who have 

lived most of her life in the United States, but whose only home as she defines it, is 

still in Latvia: 

One of the things that I consciously tried to do during the whole time of exile was to 
call the places where I lived the places of my residence, but not homes. That they 
are not my home, that my real home is my homeland, they are in Latvia. […] My real 
home is here in Latvia in the sense that I really have the feeling that I own Riga. It’s 
mine. This is my city. And again, when I go to the countryside or the seashore, I feel 
extremely good, because this is my seashore and it is my forest. The fact that these 
places are someone else’s property doesn't bother me much. That is an abstract 
concept. 

This narrative is noteworthy for at least two reasons. First, it marks a very 

deliberate, proactive approach aimed at maintaining a sense of home associated 

with the country of origin alone and avoiding feeling attachment to the country of 

residence. Secondly, although it may seem that such a pattern of action might rather 

correspond to the feeling of the first-generation of exiles, this respondent represents 

the second-generation, which once again confirms how deeply and strongly Latvian 

identity and belonging to Latvia were transferred to this generation. However, as the 

life stories of the NOH collection show, the impact of this transfer on the sense of 

belonging can be differenced. As we saw above, this often caused a kind of 

imprisonment in a liminal space, being unable to feel at home anywhere; but just as 

often the effect was the opposite, as evidenced by one of the second-generation 

respondents living in Great Britain: 

I remember talking to some good friends who were so worried that they couldn’t 
understand who they were. They are not really Latvians. They are not English. Then 
maybe they travel to Germany, start speaking German and fall in love there, and live 
in Germany, but they are not real Germans. And for some people, it causes 
psychological problems that they don’t really feel at home anywhere. This has never 
really been the case for me. […] I don’t have such psychological problems. I like both 
places and when I’m in one, I don’t long for the other. It is often the case that I am 
in England and I think I would like to see and do this and that in Latvia. And when 
I’m in Riga, I think – oh, that’s fine, but in London I still have to do this and that. So I 
think it’s a positive thing. But it depends on the perception. 

Obviously, exile Latvians of the second and even third generation, without 

questioning their Latvian identity, were able to position their sense of home and 

sense of belonging in very different ways, which was most likely dependent on the 

individual characteristic traits. Hence, some of these people who experienced the 
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loss of a home as an intermediate experience are unable to locate it anywhere (the 

home is completely lost), others feel at home everywhere they go. In the latter case, 

we can speak of the home as a mobile and symbolic environment or even a journey 

that no longer conforms to the notions of sedentarism, but rather to the observation 

that “the second generation of migration experience emotional transnationalism 

which situates them between different generational and locational points of 

reference – their parents’, sometimes also their grandparents’, and their own – both 

the real and the imagined” (Wolf 1997, 459).  

 

Conclusion 

 

In general, life stories of different generations of exile Latvians are consistent 

with the observation of Luis Eduardo Perez Murcia, a researcher at the University of 

Manchester, that the ability to rebuild homes does not deny the importance of 

territorial identity among migrants/exiles; instead, it highlights the different ways in 

which homes and mobility can interact with each other (Murcia 2019). Indeed, as 

evident from the experience of both first- and second-generation exiles, homes, 

even for those for whom they are fixed or rooted in a particular place, are dynamic 

— associated with changes in time and space, attitudes, and feelings of belonging. 

As a result, some are neither really separated from the place left in the past, nor 

really integrated into the current place, while others form a connection to all the 

places they have inhabited during their life. Significantly, to a large extent it was due 

to the transfer of memories of the lost homeland and home and intergenerational 

communication that made possible the formation of such different types of place 

identity and sense of home in the second and third generation of exiles. Accordingly, 

even if Latvia is no longer considered one’s home, it is still part of their cultural 

identity (as opposed to place identity). 
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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has stimulated numerous reflections and academic 
debates about its impact not only on health systems, economy and labor market, but also on 
human rights and international relations. This paper is a brief synthesis- mostly with a 
political science learning- of the literature dedicated to the challenges of the pandemic, 
possible post-pandemic scenarios and opportunities towards a better and more sustainable 
world. 
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cooperation  
 

Introduction 

 

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 has posed a 

major treat to the health and wellbeing of people around the world. It 

disrupted health systems, economies, social orders and political systems in a 

very limited amount of time, worsening the global situation, producing 

devastating impacts on societies. Since the very beginning of the pandemic, 

the United Nations have called for solidarity and increased funding for the 

world’s most vulnerable countries1 and have launched a plan “to defeat the 

virus and build a better world”.2 Even if its end is an unchartered territory, the 

discussion about its consequences is under way.  

This paper is a brief synthesis, mostly from a political science 

perspective, of the literature dedicated to the pandemic since its beginning. 

The review is not exhaustive. Rather, the paper is a selection of writings of the 

 
1https://www.un.org/en/un-coronavirus-communications-team/funding-fight-against-covid-

19-world%E2%80%99s-poorest-countries (Accessed on 2nd of September, 2021). 
2 https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/03/1060702 (Accessed on 2nd of September, 2021. 

https://www.un.org/en/un-coronavirus-communications-team/funding-fight-against-covid-19-world%E2%80%99s-poorest-countries
https://www.un.org/en/un-coronavirus-communications-team/funding-fight-against-covid-19-world%E2%80%99s-poorest-countries
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/03/1060702
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most influential authors, from Italian, French, Anglo-American academic and 

intellectual areas, who inspired and stimulated the debates of ideas about the 

challenges posed by the pandemic. It seeks to identify some key points of discussion 

around the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on today societies.  

The paper aims to analyses these writings as a whole and from a 

comparative perspective. Some fundamental issues are at stake in all these 

views:  

- the issue of reducing or even suspending civil rights and 

freedoms and, closely related to this, the issue of digital 

surveillance;  

- the future of globalization;  

- the issue of global cooperation and solidarity.  

The purpose of this paper is to summarize these contributions and 

then to underline the most important challenges we are confronted with in 

on shorter and longer term.  

 

Restriction of civil rights and freedoms and the problem of digital surveillance 

 

Faced with the magnitude of the health risks caused by COVID-19 

disease, the national governments have not hesitated to declare the state of 

emergency and thus to limit the individual freedoms (freedom of movement, 

freedom of assembly, entrepreneurial freedom) and even to use the latest 

surveillance technologies (facial recognition cameras, drones, data from 

mobile phones networks etc.), raising concern about an intrusive biopolitics, 

where everyone can be monitored in every moment.  

Such concerns are present in the writings of Giorgio Agamben, a leading 

figure of Italian political theory. Agamben published a lot of texts related to the 

pandemics, starting from February 2020, afterwards collected in the volume A che 

punto siamo? L’epidemia come politica (Where are we? The epidemic as politics)3. 

He gives a definition of the term “biosecurity” (biosicurezza): it is the behavior of the 

government that results from a conjunction of “the new religion of salvation” and the 

 
3 Giorgio Agamben, A che punto siamo? L’epidemia come politica, Macerata: Quodlibet, 

2020. 
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state power who may impose the state of exception. According to the author, the state 

of exception is the longest suspension of legality in the history of Italy. The first text 

included in this volume has been published on 26 of February 2020 and it is called 

“L’invenzione di un’epidemia” (The invention of an epidemics). At the time when the 

text was published for the first time, the number of coronavirus in northern Italy has 

risen very quickly. This is a short text where Agamben defies emergency decrees 

issued by the government. The establishment of quarantine zones and the closure of 

schools and universities are a response that is completely disproportionate. He 

considers the measures adopted in Italy to fight the pandemic “frenetic, irrational and 

entirely unfounded”. Agamben’s perspective has encountered a lot of criticism, as 

dangerous “ramblings of a 77-year old man”. Slavoj Žižek wrote a text “Monitor and 

punish? Yes, please”4 where he qualifies Agamben’s perspective as one of the 

“extreme form of a widespread Leftist stance” that rejects monitoring as repressive 

surveillance and therefore any government that take its role seriously is considered a 

hidden form of totalitarianism. Žižek believes that the pandemic reveals the 

inequalities: the privileged will come out of this crisis without damages, whereas 

people living in poverty will be hit the most. Another reaction to Giorgio Agamben’s 

view belongs to Jean-Luc Nancy. He wrote that when he needed a heart transplant 

Agamben advised him not to do so, but 30 years later he is happy that he followed the 

doctor’s advices and not Agamben’s. Accordingly, we shall not follow his thoughts 

on the pandemic, but nevertheless we shall listen to his arguments. Nancy thinks that 

we have to thank Agamben because he exposes the dangers of accepting emergency 

measures and biopolitical policies as a norm in our societies5.  

In an interview published in Le Monde on 28th of March 2020 that it is also 

included in this volume, Agamben develops his arguments starting from the 

assumption that in the course of history we have encountered in Europe much more 

serious epidemics but nobody thought to declare a state of exception like in Italy or 

other European countries. This is the reason why the state of exception, that was 

already familiar to the governments, became the normal condition. The Italian 

philosopher thinks that we live in a society where it is a permanent state of exception 

and this is not a free society. In another interview for the Swedish public radio on 

19th of April 2020, he thinks that Italy, starting from the period when it was 

 
4 https://thephilosophicalsalon.com/monitor-and-punish-yes-please/ (Accessed on 2nd of 

September, 2021).  
5 For an account of this first text of Agamben and its critics, see Lukas van den Berge, 

Biopolitics and the Coronavirus: in Defence of Giorgio Agamben, Netherlands Journal of 

Legal Philosophy, 2020, 49 91), 3 - 5.  

about:blank
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confronted with the terrorism, became a political laboratory where the new 

technologies of government are experimented. The current situation as a result of 

the pandemic looks like Italy “is on the verge of reestablishment of fascism”.  

In a text published on 11th of May 2020, “Biosicurezza e politica” (Biosecurity 

and politics) that is included also in this volume, Agamben starts from the 

assumption of Patrick Zylberman6 () on how the health safety becomes parts of 

states’ political strategies. According to Zylberman, the citizen does not have a right 

to health but it is obliged to be healthy, as part of a policy that he calls biosecurity. 

Agamben believes that this is what exactly happened after the beginning of the 

pandemics: we are witnessing to a new paradigm of governance. The future society 

will be grounded on “social distancing” and “online teaching”, health data will be 

mandatory collected etc. Politics has been removed by economics and economics 

has been removed by biosafety. In an interview for the Greek journal Babylonia, first 

published on 20th of May 2020, also part of this volume, Agamben develops his view 

on biosafety: with the new paradigm of this concept, the notion of citizenship has 

changed and the citizen became the passive object of cure, control etc. He became 

the suspect in any circumstances. Because of the pandemic, the citizen is reduced to 

the “nude biological existence”.  

Another very interesting reflection about the consequences of the pandemic 

on democracy belongs to Ezio Mauro, who published in June 2020 a volume called 

Liberi dal male. Il virus e l’infezione della democrazia (Free from evil. The virus and 

the infection of democracy)7. Mauro starts by giving a historical account of the past 

pandemics that shaped our societies: we have to take into account all these 

experiences in order to understand the current pandemics. According to Mauro, the 

virus has attacked not only our bodies but also “the social body, our freedom”. The 

politics and the bodies turn into a relationship: the social distancing is not only a 

sanitary measure, but also a political one, a measure that tries to reorganize the 

social dimension. Not only freedom is affected by the pandemic, but also our notion 

of modernity. There is a conflict between labor and health that is essential to 

modernity and this conflict is better revealed by the virus. Mauro also reflects on 

emergency measures but in a more neutral way: he is not against or for emergency 

special measures, but he simply says that in special time there is a need for a form 

 
6 Patrick Zylberman, Tempêtes microbiennes, Galimard, Paris, 2013. 
7 Ezio Mauro, Liberi dal male. Il virus e l’infezione della democrazia, Milano : Feltrinelli, 

2020. 
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of special governance, able to function and to command in a better way. 

The danger of expanding the state power beyond the acceptable boundaries 

in the context of pandemic worries other political thinkers as well. In the French 

cultural area, Bernard-Henri Lévy has published in June 2020 a book called Ce virus 

qui rend fou (This virus that drives you crazy).8 It is not a scientific approach of the 

pandemic and its consequences, but rather a long essay in the typical style of this 

author, a collection of impressions and thoughts inspired by the events. Lévy makes 

the observation that “the medical power” is rising, without considering that this is 

right or wrong. He considers that Plato’ Politics offers a good description of the 

current situation because there is an analogy between the human body and the “civic 

body”. It is very interesting how Lévy presents the vision of the pandemic as a God’s 

judgment, a reckoning, by giving the examples of Philippe de Villiers, Bolsonaro, 

Erdogan, Kadyrov, Viktor Orban. The impact of the pandemic on freedom is also 

tackled but in a few lines: according to Levy, it is very worrying that because of the 

pandemic a lot of states and private companies accumulated many personal data 

that nobody knows how they are used. It is easier to suspend a freedom than to 

restore it and Lévy draws a parallel with what happened recently with terrorism. 

Another interesting part of Lévy’s analysis is dedicated on how autocratic leaders use 

the state of emergency necessary to fight with the pandemics in order to increase 

their power, as it happened in Hungary or in Poland where presidential elections 

without campaign were organized, a “masquerade”, without debates or alternatives. 

In the same cultural area, the French political scientist and academic Pierre 

Manent offers his insight about the pandemic. In an interview published by Le Figaro 

on 23rd of April 20209, he is very critical about how the authorities dealt with this 

event, especially about declaring a state of emergency that imposed “the most 

primitive and brutal of measures”, namely confinement and police surveillance. 

Manent does not challenge the fact that pandemic is an emergency and that 

exceptional measures cannot be avoided, but he believes that because of these 

measures “a broad path is opened up to the State’s inquisitorial power”. He discusses 

the issue of freedom of religion, rhetorically asking why to go to a place of worship 

is not considered as a reason for leaving home, while to walk with a pet is considered. 

 
8 Bernard - Henri Lévy, Ce virus qui rend fou, Paris : Editions Grasset & Fasquelle, 2020. 
9 Pierre Manent, Il y a longtemps que nous sommes sortis à bas bruit du régime 

démocratique et libéral, available at: https://www.lefigaro.fr/vox/societe/pierre-manent-il-y-

a-longtemps-que-nous-sommes-sortis-a-bas-bruit-du-regime-democratique-et-liberal-

20200423 (Accessed on 2nd of September, 2021).  

https://www.lefigaro.fr/vox/societe/pierre-manent-il-y-a-longtemps-que-nous-sommes-sortis-a-bas-bruit-du-regime-democratique-et-liberal-20200423
https://www.lefigaro.fr/vox/societe/pierre-manent-il-y-a-longtemps-que-nous-sommes-sortis-a-bas-bruit-du-regime-democratique-et-liberal-20200423
https://www.lefigaro.fr/vox/societe/pierre-manent-il-y-a-longtemps-que-nous-sommes-sortis-a-bas-bruit-du-regime-democratique-et-liberal-20200423
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By adopting this kind of policy, the state is delegitimizing the institutions that order 

the transmission of life and also the rites that accompany death are removed 

because burial ceremonies were limited. For Manent this crisis has a positive aspect 

too: citizens have learned how to admire doctors, researchers, etc. and in the end 

science got a more positive role in the society.  

 

The future of globalization 

 

How globalization will look like after COVID-19 is another question that 

attracts the attention of political thinkers. Will the protective functions of the state 

be discharged by supranational projects like the European Union or will we witness 

more arguments for a strong state? Will the idea of nation, that was abandoned, 

discredited and delegitimized in the recent decades, rise up again, as states want to 

rebuild their own national production capacity, in order to not be dependent on 

delocalization all over the world? Liberalism has promoted and could be 

accommodated with just one-side version of extreme globalization or it can adapt to 

a change of the current reality? 

Pierre Manent tackles these issues in the aforementioned interview and 

considers that one of the negative consequences of the pandemics is the fact that 

the EU proved to be “as weak as the nations that make it up”. Germany is the biggest 

winner of the crisis, since its hegemony is not challenged. Because of the coronavirus 

crisis, nations discovered the advantages of acting alone. He also discusses the 

effects of this crisis on the fundamental principles of liberalism. The pandemic is 

undermining the basics of globalization which is grounded on liberal ideas. There is 

a connection between globalization and liberalism but the concepts are different 

nevertheless. A liberal regime, according to Manent, encourage peaceful 

competition and therefore globalization as an outcome but it presupposes however 

the national framework. 

Trying to find the answer to the impact of pandemic on the future of 

globalization, the English philosopher John Gray published his view in April 2020 

under the title Why this crisis is a turning point in history.10 The answer is, from his 

perspective, that the era of globalization is over and a fragmented world is coming 

 
10 John Gray, Why this crisis is a turning point in history, available at: 

https://www.newstatesman.com/international/2020/04/why-crisis-turning-point-history 

(Accessed on 2nd of September, 2021). 

https://www.newstatesman.com/international/2020/04/why-crisis-turning-point-history
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into being. Globalization is the final result of the spread of liberalism which was an 

“experiment of dissolving traditional sources of social cohesion and political 

legitimacy”. John Gray believes that such an experiment is over. China was before 

the pandemic the world’s essential medical supplier but this situation will be no 

longer tolerated. The author believes that the best form that will be chosen after the 

pandemic will be what John Stuart Mill called in the Principles of Political Economy 

the “stationary-state economy”, a form of market economy where expanding 

production and consumption will not be the only goal to be pursued. The most 

successful examples in dealing with the pandemic are Taiwan, South Korea and 

Singapore and the reason of their achievements is a mixture between focus on 

collective autonomy and the resistance to “the cult of the minimal state”. These 

countries will adjust to de-globalization better than the West. Gray believes also that 

the pandemic will bring geopolitical changes, most probably in Iran and Saudi Arabia. 

He dedicates an important part of his reflection to the place of the EU, by being very 

critical of the way the EU responded to the crisis. The reason of this failure is the fact 

that rich countries do not want to rescue other countries that have to fight more 

with the pandemic. The lack of solidarity between EU Member States will lead to a 

lack of power that will transform the EU in “something like the Roman Empire in its 

last years”. Apart from this path, Gray believes that the main reason behind the EU’s 

failure in fighting the pandemic is that it cannot be more or less than a state with 

“protective functions”. Gray states also that Russia will get use of the current 

weaknesses of the EU. Another fundamental change of the pandemic is that the 

United States position as a global actor will change, but Gray does not say whether 

he believes the US will get out of this global crisis weaker or stronger. The pandemic 

itself is the consequence of globalization, therefore winning against pandemic would 

mean the start of de-globalization. Gray thinks that the pandemic will change the 

current perspective that “humans are no longer part of the natural world and can 

create an autonomous ecosystem, separate from the rest of the biosphere”. In fact, 

humans are vulnerable to the virus and humans’ adequate response is to believe in 

science. Not only globalization will suffer, but also the idea that the progress is 

irreversible. There are some unchallenged effects of globalization, like more people 

around were getting out of poverty, but the main effect of the pandemic, namely de-

globalization, is threatening this achievement. The author is concluding that only by 

better understanding how fragile the liberal societies are we can understand why it 

is so important to preserve the values that underlie them. 
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Reflections on the future of globalization can also be found in the book of 

the American journalist and political scientist Fareed Zakaria, entitled Ten lessons for 

a Post-Pandemic World, published in October 202011. He started by saying that 

states are on their own during the pandemic. Many nations that cooperated in a very 

good manner for a long time in Europe closed their borders, but the experts in 

international relations would not be surprised since they agree there is no world 

government that could impose order. Zakaria explores the unexpected bad way US 

dealt with the pandemic so far. In 2019 Johns Hopkins University published for the 

first time the Global Health Security Index, an analysis of the countries better 

prepared to deal with a pandemic and the US were on the first place. The harsh 

reality contradicted this conclusion. On the contrary, China has dealt very well with 

the pandemic because it succeeded to control the information, which is in fact the 

source of its power. Democracies or authoritarian regimes are better prepared to 

deal with pandemics? The answer is not easy, since, according to Zakaria, the key to 

control pandemics is to avoid the spreading of rumors and to help the free 

movement of information. The political orientation of the government in place 

during the crisis is not very important: the left governments of Taiwan, South Korea 

and New Zealand performed well, but also center-right governments in Germany or 

Australia. Unfitted attitudes to the pandemic were in Sweden with a left government 

and in Brazil and Mexico leaded by populist leaders. This puzzle shows that there is 

no correlation between the orientation of the government and the possibility of a 

successful way to deal with the pandemic.   

Zakaria explores how the digital economy grows because of the pandemic 

and it started to dominate over the material economy. The entire world has been 

connected to the Internet and the main obstacle to digital economy was the attitude 

of people. Because of COVID-19, this obstacle has been trespassed. In a certain way, 

this transformation brings us back to a pre-industrial era when there was no need 

that everyone has to go to a common work place where the whole day is spending. 

Cooperation between the members of a team belonging to a company presupposes 

intellectual cooperation and this could be done by emails or video-chats. Therefore, 

Zakaria suppose that the work will become again what really was throughout the 

history, an activity that is closely connected with the work from home. This 

conclusion leads Zakaria to discuss what he calls “the post-pandemics city”: the 

 
11 Fareed Zakaria, Ten lessons for a Post-Pandemic Word, New York: W.W. Norton & 

Company, 2020. 
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urbanization process will slow down since people want to move to safer areas. 

Another effect of the pandemic is the suppression of the progresses made by 

underdeveloped countries in the last decades and the turn back in a world of 

inequalities. Globalization will not disappear but the effect of the pandemics will be 

certainly a “real but modest” de-globalization. Nevertheless, the effects on the long 

run are unclear.  According to Zakaria, no matter the globalization trends, to come 

back to an international order dominated by the US will not be possible after the end 

of the pandemic, because too many powers are on the rise and cannot be tamed, 

even if the US administration will incline to multilateralism. China has become a rival 

power and, in many regards, equal with the US. 

The effects of COVID-19 pandemic on globalization are also discussed by the 

political scientist Ivan Krastev in his volume Is it tomorrow yet? Paradoxes of the 

pandemic, published in October 202012.  He starts from the assumption that the 

pandemic is a “grey swan event” capable of turning the whole world upside down. 

Krastev considers that at this moment we can only speculate about the long-term 

political and economic impact of the pandemic. Nevertheless, the younger 

generation is affected more than others by the economic effects of the pandemic.  

According to Krastev, the 21st century started with a lot of crises: 9/11, the 

Great Recession of 2008-2009, the refugee crisis of 2015 and the pandemic. COVID-

19 has an ambiguous relationship with globalization: it has exposed the dark side of 

it, but also acts as his agent. The pandemic has accelerated the trend towards de-

globalization, but this trend started already with the Great Recession more than a 

decade ago.  

The fear of the virus created “a state of national unity” and has put 

democracy on hold due to the state of emergencies that have been established. Once 

the exceptional measures were in place, the desire for more authoritarian 

government has been gone; people thought that this is the maximum limitation of 

their freedoms they could accept. The pandemics restored trust in expertise and 

science, but it led also to conspiracy theories. As an effect, it compelled politicians 

to share power with experts. The European Union has been “temporarily suspended” 

as citizens took shelter in the nation-state. The author formulates what he considers 

to be “the great paradox of the pandemic”: European Union has failed to deal with 

the crisis, but this failure shows to the national governments that they have to go in 

the direction of a deeper integration.  

 
12 Ivan Krastev, Is it tomorrow yet? Paradoxes of the Pandemic, London: Allen Lane, 2020. 
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Another effect of COVID-19 is that politicians were shaken to get out of their 

usual modus operandi; they have to mobilize public opinion and to say that this is an 

unprecedented crisis. Krastev says that the virus had as effect also to infect societies 

all over the world with ethnic nationalism. According to him, China will not be a 

major beneficiary of the pandemic, since it will be negatively affected by the de-

globalization. 

Krastev refers also the way Giorgio Agamben addressed the pandemics. 

Without declaring that he considers Agamben right or wrong, Krastev prefers only to 

say that “the liberal defense of rights in the context of the “war on terror” does not 

apply during this pandemic”. He addresses the same issue as Fareed Zakaria: is there 

a form of political system that deals with the pandemic in the best way? His answer 

is that the pandemic “blurred the borders between different types of regimes”. 

 

The global cooperation and solidarity 

 

Beyond the question of which political regime better copes with the 

pandemic, there remains a need for global cooperation and solidarity to combat the 

devastating effects of the pandemic. The virus knows no borders, challenging our 

societies, testing our humanity. In one of the few volumes written by a theologian 

dealing with the issue of the pandemic, published in June 2020, N. T. Wright13 starts 

by comparing the efforts made by the doctors with “what the early Christians did in 

times of plague”, namely to care people that caught disease. The Christian tradition 

is to heal people, as Jesus did. According to Wright, the Christian religion is about 

concrete involvement to address the health crisis. As Christians, we have to act now; 

it is not “the time for speculating about previous sin”. It is up to the state authorities 

to take the right measures against COVID-19, but whatever this response will be, “it 

should be one in which all Christians can join”. Wright does not make any further 

reference on what is and what is not the right answer that Christians will accept. 

Even if Christians shall involve themselves in a concrete way to fight pandemic, they 

shall not forget that they are “people of prayer at the place where the world is in 

pain”; the main task of Christians is to pray and then to help the medical system. For 

Wright, one thing is certain: the state deals with pandemics, the Christians with 

praying, even if in its early stages the Christians had “a long record of medical work”. 

 
13 N. T. Wright, God and the pandemics. A Christian reflection on the coronavirus and its 

aftermath, Michigan: Zondervan Reflective, 2020. 
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Another issue discussed by Wright is why God had enabled pandemics to affect the 

whole world and the answer is that God is everywhere, also in the front battlefield 

with COVID-19 where people are suffering and dying.  

From another perspective, that of a strategist and analyst of international 

relations, Edward Luttwak discusses the consequences of the pandemic in an article 

published in The Economist on 11th of May 2020.14 According to him, the most 

important consequences will be the political ones. Coronavirus is named by Luttwak 

as “the truth virus” because it has revealed the true nature of the political regimes. 

China offered a new proof that it does want to suppress the truth about pandemics. 

Then the virus revealed “the servility of Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus”, the head of 

the World Health Organization. When the virus arrived in Iran, it had exposed the 

“blind fanaticism of its theocracy”, because Iran leaders refused to stop the 

pilgrimages. In Italy the truth that emerged is that there is an “exceptionally 

unhealthy public life”, quite the opposite with the private life. The health system of 

Italy could not deal with the pandemic, as doctors in the public hospitals are not well 

paid. For Luttwak, the political consequences of the pandemic are yet to come, 

because the EU has been weakened, China and Russia are willing to get use of this 

situation. The vaccine war that started after China and Russia started to sell their 

own vaccines proved that Luttwak was right at the time when he wrote this article. 

Luttwak underlines that China success in defeating the pandemic is a mirage, 

because Taiwan, Hong Kong, South Korea and Singapore performed well in taming 

the virus without taking the extreme quarantine measures enforced by China. As 

conclusion, Luttwak writes that no country will get out of this crisis unchanged but it 

is hard to predict which country will win more in the end. 

The geopolitical dimension of the pandemic is also discussed in the recent 

book of Gilles Kepel, Le prophète et la pandémie. Du Moyen-Orient au jihadisme 

d’atmosphère, published in February 202115. One of the leading experts in Islamism, 

the Middle East and North Africa, the French political scientist Gilles Kepel argues 

that the pandemic was a fatal blow to the geopolitical order established more than 

one century ago in the Middle East, together with the decrease of the oil price in 

2020. This mixture has the effect of a cataclysm on all the states from the region. In 

 
14 Edward Luttwak, The political repercussions of the pandemic, available at: 

https://www.economist.com/by-invitation/2020/05/11/edward-luttwak-on-the-political-

repercussions-of-the-pandemic (Accessed on 2nd of September, 2021). 
15 Gilles Kepel, Le prophète et la pandémie. Du Moyen-Orient au jihadisme d’atmosphère, 

Paris : Gallimard, 2021. 

https://www.economist.com/by-invitation/2020/05/11/edward-luttwak-on-the-political-repercussions-of-the-pandemic
https://www.economist.com/by-invitation/2020/05/11/edward-luttwak-on-the-political-repercussions-of-the-pandemic
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his view, the countries that wants, as an effect of the pandemic, to have more 

influence in the region are Turkey, Russia and Iran, all these countries having in 

common the hate against the West. According to Kepel, Iran was the country most 

affected by the pandemic from the region, but the effects on its political regime are 

rather unclear for the moment. 

Another approach to the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic and 

its impact on global cooperation belongs to the Israeli historian and philosopher 

Yuval Noah Harari. In an article published in Financial Times on 20th of March 202016, 

few days after the World Health Organization named it as pandemic, Yuval Noah 

Harari affirms that the coronavirus crisis is a global crisis and the humankind is facing 

two choices: the first between “totalitarian surveillance and citizen empowerment” 

and the second between “nationalist isolation and global solidarity”. The first choice 

emerged because technology made possible to monitor everyone, all the time. This 

was the path chosen by China to fight the pandemic, followed by Israel, in order to 

track coronavirus patients. From Harari’s perspective, this is dangerous because “the 

same technology that identifies coughs could also identify laughs”. Nevertheless, we 

need efficient means to fight against the pandemic and some countries like South 

Korea, Taiwan and Singapore succeeded by the use of tracking applications, 

combined with extensive testing and by developing a cooperation between 

authorities and citizens. Therefore, the pandemic is “a major test of citizenship”. As 

for the choice between nationalist isolation and global solidarity, this is a current 

dividing line already existent. To defeat the virus is not possible to work in isolation, 

but to promote global cooperation. It is essential from this perspective to share any 

information available about the virus. It is not possible to act in isolation because 

there are already global supply chains; to ignore them could generate chaos. 

According to Harari, the only solution to succeed in the fight with the virus is to 

promote global solidarity and this is the reason why he considers the current crisis 

as an opportunity.  

In another article published in Financial Times a year after the outbreak of 

the pandemic17, Yuval Noah Harari is trying to summarize “the Covid year” from a 

 
16 Yuval Noah Harari: the world after coronavirus, available at: 

https://amp.ft.com/content/19d90308-6858-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75# (Accessed on 2nd of 

September, 2021). 
17Yuval Noah Harari: Lessons from a year of Covid, available at: 

https://www.ft.com/content/f1b30f2c-84aa-4595-84f2-7816796d6841 (Accessed on 2nd of 

September, 2021).   

https://amp.ft.com/content/19d90308-6858-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75
https://www.ft.com/content/f1b30f2c-84aa-4595-84f2-7816796d6841
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broad historical perspective. Unlike the previous pandemics, “2020 has shown that 

humanity is far from helpless. Epidemics are no longer uncontrollable forces of 

nature. Science has turned them into a manageable challenge” says the author. 

Scientists cooperated globally, shared information, conducted jointly research 

projects and relied on the finding and insights of one another. Thus, in less than a 

year, several vaccines were in mass production. “In the war between humans and 

pathogens, never have humans been so powerful”. By contrast, politicians have 

failed to form an international alliance against the virus and to agree on a global plan. 

Harari says that at least three lessons can be learned after a year of 

pandemic. The first one is to safeguard our digital infrastructure. Thanks to it, we 

found that life can go on even when an entire country is in physical lockdown. The 

second lesson, more than obvious, is that each country should invest more in the 

public health system and the third one is that we should establish a global system 

meant to monitor and prevent pandemics. The institutions such as World Health 

Organization should receive more money and not be dependent on the whims of 

politicians. An independent global health authority could be an optimal platform to 

compile medical data, to monitor the potential risks, to raising alarms and directing 

research and development. If we do not learn from the experience of this pandemic 

and a possible future pandemic finds us unprepared, it will not be “neither an 

uncontrollable natural calamity nor a punishment from God. It will be a human 

failure and, more precisely, a political failure”, concludes the author. 

 

Conclusions: Nothing is written yet 

 

We can conclude from this brief presentation of the selected writings- and 

paraphrasing Fareed Zakaria- that nothing is written yet. The pandemic has shown 

us how vulnerable we are and how, in a very short time, the whole planet can 

become completely paralyzed. It has turned the world upside down and its long-term 

consequences are not yet fully known. But certainly it depends on us how we will 

handle this crisis.  

As we found in the writings outlined in this article, there is a concern about 

limiting our civil rights and freedoms, expanding the state power, and using digital 

surveillance in an epidemiological context as a future tool to strengthen that power. 

In the words of Ezio Mauro, this is a concern for our social body, because the virus 

can infect not only our bodies, but also the democracy and freedom. Today's 
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technologies allow anyone to be constantly monitored, which totalitarian 

communist regimes for example, with all their police and terror tools, had failed to 

do decades ago. That's why these new surveillance tools must be lawful, 

proportionate and time bound. There should be no choice between health and 

privacy, we should enjoy both, and governments should strive to protect them. 

The pandemic also brought into question the future of globalization, 

cooperation and global solidarity. According to some authors, the pandemic has 

exposed the dark side of globalization, is the beginning of the process of de-

globalization, it has questioned the viability of supranational structures such as the 

European Union, while for others the pandemic will deepen the European 

integration and will accelerate globalization. It is obvious that at least in the short 

term globalization, in the form of the flows of goods and services, is negatively 

impacted. But beyond what national governments’ free market strategies or 

consumer habits will look like in the future, the pandemic can be a catalyst for closer 

cooperation, because global challenges like this one require global solutions and 

cooperation. A sign of optimism in this direction could be the global cooperation of 

the scientific community to find solutions to this crisis. In such an interconnected 

world, in which no country, no matter how big and strong, cannot manage all the 

challenges it has to face (from protecting health to fighting misinformation, from 

environment to economy), the solution is cooperation, not conflict. Coordinated and 

coherent action, which involves, among other things, support for the World Health 

Organization and other international and regional organizations, will help us to 

better cope with future common challenges. 
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Raluca Viman-Miller, Dlynn Armstrong Williams, (editors), 

The Basics of Global Politics, Dahlonega: University of North 

Georgia Press, 2021, ISBN: 978-1-940771-84-7, 534 pages 
 

 

Review by Cristina MATIUTA 

 

 

Having an in-depth knowledge of multifaceted issues and actors that shape 

the world politics is crucial for understanding our political, economic and social 

global environment. The book signaled here – The Basics of Global Politics-, edited 

by Raluca Viman-Miller and Dlynn Armstrong Williams, is very useful to enhance our 

understanding of basic concepts, actors, theories, structures and processes of 

contemporary politics. It is addressed primarily to students in political science and 

international relations, but also to all those who want to comprehend the dynamics 

and complexity of the world we live in. 

The volume is structured in four parts with a total of sixteen chapters. The 

contributors (Craig Greathouse, Jake Greear, Cristian Harris, Scott Meachum, 

Jonathan Miner, Nathan Price, Samuel Rohrer, Jennifer Schiff, Raluca Viman-Miller, 

Laurel Wei, Dlynn Williams, Dwight Wilson) are professors at the University of North 

Georgia (the book’s publisher) with expertise in the field of international relations. 

The book provide students with a framework for independent study, by including an 

abstract, the learning objectives and a detailed list of references at each chapter, as 

well as an extensive glossary of concepts at the end of the book.  

The first part (Basics of Global Politics), including the first two chapters, 

familiarizes the reader with the main principles, themes, theories and actors of the 

international relations, which will be deepened in the following parts. The main 

concepts and the field of study are clarified here: “Within the international system, 

we refer to global politics as the political processes and interactions that take place 

among actors seeking to gain power, while international relations is a more general 
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term which we use to simply define interactions among countries and other 

international actors. The study of international relations relies on two other 

important subfields: 1. the study of international security, generally defined as the 

study of making and breaking war and peace, and 2. international political economy, 

defined as the economic interactions taking place among actors in regard to trade 

and finance among nations” (p.8). This part also provides the historical background 

that has led to the current state of world affairs, summarizing historical events that 

are significant to the study of international relations, from the Peace of Westphalia 

to the September 11 terrorist attack on the United States. 

The second part (chapters three to five) is dedicated to the main theories of 

global politics. It introduces students to realism and its variants (classical realism, 

neorealism, offensive realism, neoclassical realism) in order to understand this 

oldest theory and its use within the international relations. Then, it discusses the 

alternative approaches to realism, namely liberalism, the English School, 

constructivism and poststructuralism, each of them addressing the interaction 

between state and non-state actors in a unique way. The last chapter of this part 

examines social and gender theories that question both realism and liberalism, by 

considering the larger societal and economic constructs that have an impact on 

different problems. The most dominant of these theories are Marxism and feminism: 

“While Marxists highlighted the fact that realism and liberalism did not take into 

account the strong role of the economy as a determinant of both political and 

societal relations, feminism contended that both of these theories similarly ignored 

gender” (p. 112). Thus, by expanding the borders of traditional international 

relations, we gain a broader understanding of global problems.  

The third part of the volume (Global Structures and Processes), including the 

next six chapters, examines the foreign policy, state and non-state violence, security 

and military power, international organizations and law, NGOs and world politics, 

global and regional governance. The reader is familiarized with the main actors of 

the foreign policy, with the complexity of building foreign policy process and how 

states around the world interact to achieve their often-conflicting goals. The topics 

of war and terrorism are discussed in a distinct chapter, using historical and 

contemporary examples that fall under these categories of violence. The students 

are also introduced to the concept of security and its main components, as well as 

to the most frequent areas of security (military, environmental, economic, political, 

societal and cyber). International organization based on international cooperation is 
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an important aspect of international politics. The last chapters of this part discusses 

the cooperative efforts of international organizations (bodies or agencies such as the 

United Nations, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization- NATO, the World Trade 

Organization, the International Court of Justice etc.) and nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) to achieve common goals. Among these goals, human security 

and human rights are of particular importance: “One of the main areas in which 

international cooperation and international law have had both successes and failures 

is human security, which is an all-encompassing phrase that refers to the idea that 

every individual has a right to be protected from systemic violence related to inter- 

and intra- state conflicts, environmental threats and disasters, and medical crises” 

(p. 240). 

The last part of the book (Part IV: Globalization and its impact), including five 

chapters, considers global trends, challenges and developing identities in 

international relations. Thus, it discusses the concept of globalization (with its 

multiple and sometimes opposing perspectives) and the evolution of international 

economic system since the World War II. The students are introduced to the basic 

elements of international trade, global finance, monetary policies, as well as to the 

key actors in international trade, financial and monetary relations. A consistent 

chapter examines the global environmental issues (water scarcity, resource 

depletion, pollution, global climate change), the causes and consequences of 

environmental degradation and the collaborative efforts of international 

organizations to solve these issues. The United Nations policy targets (Millennium 

Development Goals, Sustainable Development Goals) provide a framework for 

meeting the environmental challenges of the twenty-first century, but they aroused 

both the criticism of those who argue we need a more profound transformation of 

the global economic system (“if development means growth, it simply cannot be 

sustainable. The only real path to sustainability, from this perspective, is degrowth”- 

p. 433) and of those who argue that what is required first is the transformation of 

human consciousness, meaning a radical transformation in how we regard the 

natural world: “Just as the human species has the technological ability to destroy 

itself, so also does humanity undoubtedly possess the technological ability to save 

itself from ecological ruin. Implementing effective solutions will, however, require 

more than technological know-how. It will require collective action, trust-building, 

and diplomacy on the part of far-sighted citizens and leaders”. (p. 440) 

The comprehensive structure of the book makes it a very useful tool for 
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anyone wishing to get acquainted with the terminology, actors, challenges, major 

issues of global politics, especially for students aspiring to pursue careers in 

international organization, diplomacy, consultancy etc. Beyond the introduction to 

the main issues of world politics, the book develops critical thinking/perspective on 

phenomena, processes and decision-making within the international system. 
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