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Abstract 

Based on a qualitative analysis deploying observation and in-depth interviews, this research investigates 

asylum seekers and refugees’ integration, intended as a multi-dimensional process aimed at personal autonomy 

and influenced by both functional and relational aspects. In accordance with already existing literature, the 

study analyses the urban dimension of integration processes focusing on the city of Milan as a privileged 

observation point from which to deepen the understanding of the horizontal dynamics of asylum governance. 

Indeed, the main aim of the research is to observe what happens beyond and alongside the Italian institutional 

reception system and official national policies. More specifically, the study explores the way in which different 

collective actors of the civil society organize their support to asylum seekers and refugees, approaching the 

subject from three different, but interconnected levels: the internal functioning and approaches specific to the 

different observed actors, the relationships existing among them and with public authorities and the impact 

that their actions have on asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes. 

Keywords: Asylum, Civil society, Autonomy, Integration, Governance, Battleground 

 

 

Résumé 

Reposant sur une analyse qualitative qui utilise les méthodes de l’observation et des entretiens en profondeur, 

ce travail de recherche étudie l’intégration de demandeurs d’asile et réfugiés, conçue comme un processus 

multi-dimensionnel ayant comme objectif l’autonomie personnelle et influencé à la fois par des aspects 

pratiques et relationnels. Conformément avec la littérature existante, cette étude est axée sur la dimension 

urbaine des processus d’intégration et se focalise sur la ville de Milan en tant que point d’observation privilégié 

à partir duquel élargir la compréhension des dynamiques horizontales de la gouvernance de l’asile. En effet, 

l’objectif principal de la recherche est celui d’observer ce qui se passe au-delà de et parallèlement au système 

institutionnel italien d’accueil et aux politiques nationales officielles. Plus précisément, l’étude examine la 

manière dont différents acteurs collectifs de la société civile organisent leur soutien aux demandeurs d’asile et 

réfugiés en approchant le sujet sous trois niveaux différents ainsi que interreliés : le fonctionnement interne et 

les approches spécifiques des chaque organisation observée, les relations existantes entre eux et avec les 

autorités publiques et l’impact que leurs actions ont sur les processus d’intégration des demandeurs d’asile et 

des réfugiés.  

Mots-clés: Asile, Société Civile, Autonomie, Intégration, Gouvernance, Battleground 

 

 

Sintesi 

Attraverso un’analisi qualitativa basata sui metodi dell’osservazione e delle interviste in profondità, la ricerca 

intende studiare l’integrazione di richiedenti asilo e rifugiati, intesa come un processo multidimensionale 

diretto all’autonomia personale ed influenzato da aspetti funzionali e relazionali. Come da letteratura esistente, 

il lavoro analizza la dimensione urbana dei processi di integrazione, focalizzandosi sulla città di Milano in 

quanto punto d’osservazione privilegiato per approfondire la comprensione delle dinamiche orizzontali della 

governance dell’asilo. Infatti, l’obiettivo principale della ricerca è quello di osservare quello che succede al di 

là e parallelamente al sistema istituzionale d’accoglienza in Italia e alle politiche nazionali ufficiali. Più nel 

dettaglio, la ricerca esplora le modalità in cui diversi attori collettivi della società civile organizzano il loro 

supporto a richiedenti asilo e rifugiati, affrontando l’argomento a partire da tre livelli diversi ma connessi: il 

funzionamento interno e gli specifici approcci dei diversi attori osservati, le relazioni esistenti tra di loro e con 

le autorità pubbliche e l’impatto che la loro azione ha sui processi di integrazione di richiedenti asilo e rifugiati. 

Parole-chiave: Asilo, Società Civile, Autonomia, Integrazione, Governance, Battleground  
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PREFACE 

I have started to develop a personal interest in migratory issues when I travelled to Ecuador to 

volunteer in the favelas of Guayaquil at the end of high school. I was seeking my own way to 

give a contribution to a more just world and at that time I felt that I could do it by helping poor 

people at their place. Thanks to that Ecuadorian experience, something clicked in my mind and 

I understood that what I really wanted to do was to help people to achieve dignified standards 

of life, no matter if it was at their place or somewhere else. At the same time, I have always 

been deeply rooted in my country, so I came back to Italy with the idea of studying and working 

for supporting those people that have been choosing to try their chance there. This is how my 

whole educational and professional path has started, and the original motives that drive me. 

Hence, although backed by a rigorous work of reflexivity, objectivation and theoretical 

reflection, this research is sustained by a strong personal engagement and by the profound 

conviction about the fairness of the concept of the right to asylum, intended with a wider 

meaning compared to that contained in the Geneva convention: the right for everyone to enjoy 

dignified life conditions, to live according to one’s own subjective standards and ideals, the 

right to choose where to live and to be welcomed in order to have a better future.  

As the reader will understand, I give, and always have given, particular importance to the 

relational dimension of human well-being and social justice. Having written most of this work 

during the Covid19 pandemic, in the framework of the first Italian lockdown and the many that 

followed, and having thus suffered, like anyone else, some important restrictions to my usual 

social interactions, I have indeed strengthened the personal conviction that to provide a 

welcoming and positive relational environment to all citizens, including non-national ones, 

represents a crucial political responsibility of contemporary societies, of their institutional 

components and of civil ones as well.  

After all,  

“No man is an island, entire of itself 

Every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main” (J. Donne, 1624) 
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INTRODUCTION 

Currently, though starting in particular from the triggering of the widespread perception of a 

“refugee crisis” in 2015, which – despite the actual incrementation of asylum applications in 

Europe1 - many critical scholars claim should be rather conceived as a “crisis of Europe as a 

political project” (Mellino, 2018: 195), the issue of the presence and of the taking over of 

asylum seekers and refugees in Europe has been taking a central place within international and 

national political agendas, media information, public debates as well as within the scientific 

domain. Concerning the latter, many researches have been focusing on public policies. Among 

them, some have been analysing “immigrants policies” (Campomori, 2008: 20) through the 

study of national reception systems, often underlying some elements of confinement and 

exclusion as their characteristics (Agier, 2005; Akoka, 2012; Bassi, 2015; Catarci, 2014; Fassin, 

2007; Kobelinsky, 2008; Lendaro, 2015; Mezzadra, 2006; Noiriel, 1997; Nyers, 2003; Oesch, 

2012; Ong, 2003; Pinelli, 2013; Signorini, 2013; Vacchiano, 2005; Zetter, 1991, 2007). Some 

others have been rather focusing on “immigration policies” (Campomori, 2008: 20), providing 

political, geographical and sociological analysis of European borders control devices and logics 

(De Haas and Czaika, 2013; ; De Haas, Natter and Vezzoli, 2018;  De Genova, 2017; Geddes 

and Scholten, 2016; Guiraudon, 2017; Joly, 2016; Luedtke, 2015; Tazzioli, 2016). In general, 

both the mentioned perspectives have been more and more interested in the dynamics of de-

nationalisation which have been involving the decision-making processes concerning migration 

and asylum management in Europe. In this sense, an increasing number of researches has been 

mobilising the concept of Multi-Level Governance for accounting for both immigration and 

immigrant policies. Despite representing an extremely important level of analysis concerning 

asylum seekers and refugees’ experience in Europe, the focus on institutional policies, though, 

does not exhaust the subject. In fact, it is by now widely agreed that the rescaling of State 

powers towards supra or sub-national public authorities is frequently coupled with the more or 

less formal and official involvement of private actors within the concrete dynamics of 

management and inclusion/exclusion of asylum seekers and refugees, especially at the local 

level and regarding integration processes. In this sense, Patrick Les Galès and Alberta Andreotti 

have recently recalled that to govern a certain phenomenon “is not a linear, rational and 

 
1 Asylum applications passed from 626.965 in 2014 to 1.322.850 in 2015 (Eurostat, 2020) 
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monolithic process, and it involves a set of actors as well as the relationships that are built 

among them” (Andreotti and Les Galès, 2019: 20). “The diversification and plurality of actors 

contributing to the govern”, they add, “is a very common trend among European cities starting 

from the 1990s (…). This multiplicity of actors sometimes supports local public authorities, 

sometimes it substitutes them” (Ibidem: 21). Added to the “supportive” and substitutive” 

options brought about by Andreotti and Les Galès, some scholars have also underlined the 

possibility of a resistant approach among individual and collective private subjects that may try 

to “escape, subvert and criticise forms of rationality and regulatory practices” (Ong, 2003:24) 

implemented by public authorities. In this sense, the Italian sociologist Maurizio Ambrosini has 

suggested that, concerning the “refugees’ issue”, it is possible to recognise the materialization 

of a sort of battleground in which different actors – both institutional and non-institutional and 

including asylum seekers and refugees themselves – intervene, sometimes collaborating, 

sometimes conflicting. It is the combination of all these diverse actors and their relationships 

that finally outlines asylum seekers and refugees’ real chances of integration.   

Following this perspective, this research work aims at deepening the study of asylum seekers 

and refugees’ integration processes in Italy, contributing to those analysis that insist on their 

urban dimension and horizontal aspects and focusing on private collective subjects of civil 

society as fundamental actors of their local reception and inclusion. In this sense, my analysis 

focuses on the city of Milan, granting a privileged gaze to what happens beyond and alongside 

the Italian institutional reception system and official national policies. More specifically, the 

research aims at exploring the way in which different collective actors of the civil society 

organize their support to asylum seekers and refugees, approaching the subject on three 

different, but interconnected levels: the internal functioning and approaches specific to the 

different observed actors, the relationships existing among them and with public authorities and 

the impact that their actions have on asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes. This 

is done through a qualitative investigation based on observation and in-depth interviews to both 

civil organisations’ members and asylum seekers and refugees turning to the latter. Hence, the 

empirical material that will be presented represents the subjective and specific points of view 

of those interviewed and observed, though subsequently interpreted in the light of the already 

existing literature on the subject. In this sense, the research does not aspire to produce widely 
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generalisable reflections, but “to provide insights about the complexity of the process of 

integration based on a more intimate knowledge of a smaller slice of reality” (Korac, 2001: 4). 

Indeed, I am convinced that a micro analysis at the level of local interactions and of the 

subjective accounts of those directly concerned is well-suited for understanding deeply “joys 

and sorrows” of asylum seekers and refugees’ experiences in their host societies. The details 

and implications of the mentioned methodological choices will be exhaustively explored in the 

second chapter, together with a description of the national and local context in which the 

research has taken place and of the actors of the civil society selected for observation.  

First, however, I will provide the reader with a theoretical overview of the main concepts that I 

will subsequently mobilise for the analysis and interpretation of the empirical material. In this 

first chapter, I have deepened before anything else the concept of integration. Considering its 

highly controversial and debated meaning, the task was not an easy one. For starting, the 

concept is not exclusively linked to migration issues. Indeed, it has its roots into classical 

sociology, where it was born to explain the tightness of the social fabric as a whole, irrespective 

of the national origins of its individual components. This original nuance of the concept has 

been useful for accounting for the relationships between civil society organisations and public 

authorities. Indeed, once theoretically approached the notion of civil society, some questions 

linked to its often-claimed autonomy vis-à-vis the State and the market have raised. In this 

sense, I have built on different authors to outline a concept of civil society that should not be 

considered as completely independent and separated from the other social spheres, but a 

certainly different one according to its activities and ways of coordinating actions. At the same 

time, assuming, as I have done, a Gramscian perspective of civil society, the notion of 

integration in its original sense has helped me in initially hypothesising the existing tension 

between the counter-hegemonic potential of civil organisations and their possible gradual 

integration into institutional logics. On another perspective, when transferred to the subject of 

the presence and insertion of non-national citizens into national societies, the concept of 

integration has certainly taken some more controversial nuances and it has started to be declined 

differently according to each specific national context. Meanwhile, it has also been 

progressively filled with the idea that economic independence and the acceptance of western 

liberal values represent the main symptoms of an individual’s positive integration. Beyond 
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mainstream conceptions of it, I have built on critical theories to outline a concept of integration 

intended as a multi-dimensional process aimed at personal autonomy and influenced by both 

functional and relational aspects of asylum seekers and refugees’ experience. Because I claim 

that personal autonomy is the final objective of integration processes, I have additionally 

provided a deepening of this latter concept, aligning with critical relational accounts of it. 

Concurrently, I have deepened the meaning of the concepts of subsidiarity and governance, 

accounting for their theoretical origins and their practical implementation, as well as for the 

way in which they have been applied to the domain of migration and asylum in Europe. In this 

sense, I have gone through a detailed analysis of the theoretical characteristics outlining the 

notions to provide a solid basis on which to build the analysis of the intervention of civil society 

organisations within the wider local governance of asylum.  

The subsequent three chapters are dedicated to the presentation and discussion of empirical 

data. In the third chapter, I will start from a reflection about the reasons why asylum seekers 

and refugees frequently turn to civil society organisations in search for support, and I will then 

focus on the specificities of the four observed organisations. Finally, I will detail further some 

of their relevant internal dynamics, accounting for divergences and convergences among the 

observed subjects in terms of organisation, representations, impacts and kind of relationship 

with asylum seekers and refugees. Through their analysis, I will introduce the concept of a 

“civil dilemma”, which cuts across all the selected actors, though in different degrees, and that 

I will deepen further in the following chapter.  

In the fourth chapter, I will take as a starting point what said about governance dynamics and 

conflictual positioning in the theoretical part of the work in order to argue that public-private 

relationships concerning local asylum seekers and refugees’ reception and integration are far 

from looking like an ordered collaboration among different actors, resulting in a coherent 

system of provision of services and coordinated by public authorities. In fact, the scenario that 

has bit by bit taken shape before my observer eyes is more one of an undercurrent network built 

on one-time collaborations, personal relationships, word-of-mouth, delegations and migrants’ 

movement. Yet, within this complex texture, I could understand that an implicit “shared horizon 

of meaning”, namely ensuring to asylum seekers and refugees the right to reception, survival, 
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autonomy and recognition beyond, alongside and in place of institutional structures, actually 

stands among civil society’s actors despite their differences in terms of internal organisation, 

public legitimation, basic ideologies and action style. For the sake of it, an informal but intricate 

and lively network is activated whenever is needed giving rise to what I will call an “implicit 

system of civil governance”. Though, despite explicitly stating, some more than others, that 

they consciously and firmly choose not to enter the institutional reception system, the daily 

pervasiveness of their activities unavoidably attracts civil society’s actors into it in a variety of 

ways and they quite unwittingly find themselves playing such an important role that public 

authorities commonly and directly send people towards them, delegating to them the task of 

solving the most complicated situations. I will thus try to show which forms this role takes, in 

relation to whom and the oscillation between attitudes of resistance and alignment to reception’s 

structural mechanisms that it entails. It is precisely this oscillation that represents the “civil 

dilemma” above mentioned.   

To conclude, in the final chapter I aim at providing an interpretation of the notions of integration 

and autonomy based on the subjective accounts of the interviewees. In this sense, I will detail 

the multiple dimensions of integration that have been identified by asylum seekers and refugees 

themselves. As I will show, these are not limited to functional and material aspects of their 

existence, even if the latter play a fundamental role in their own imagery and concrete 

experience. Nonetheless, the satisfaction of relational and recognitional needs has proved to be 

equally valued by asylum seekers and refugees as necessary to reach a subjective state of 

inclusion and legitimacy. The relational dimension of integration processes will be the focus of 

an entire paragraph, where I will analyse the different types of relationships experienced by 

asylum seekers and refugees starting from their arrival and the role that each of them has on 

their integration paths. At the same time, I will also address the subject of the many social, 

cultural and structural dynamics that make integration a complex and very long process, 

involving both migrants and natives. 
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1. RECEPTION AND INTEGRATION OF ASYLUM SEEKERS AND REFUGEES. 

CONCEPTS, DYNAMICS AND ACTORS. 

I have struggled for a while before deciding to use the notion of integration as the theoretical 

lens through which I could observe, analyse and understand the experience of asylum seekers 

and refugees in a specific western urban setting, their attempts to “find their place” there and 

the answer of different city’s actors to their presence and claims and needs. Indeed, the notion 

is highly controversial. And though, its very polysemy may be considered resourceful with a 

view to investigate its contemporary evolution and to account for it in new original ways. In 

fact, Abdelmalek Sayad reminds us that “the vocabulary of integration has no meaning but the 

one that it takes in a specific context. It is not possible to give an unequivocal, consistent 

meaning to this term. It acquires its significance only in its implementation” (Laacher and 

Sayad, 1999: 174). In this sense, the choice to mobilise it for this research work is linked to the 

aim of suggesting a personal interpretation of it, based of course on already existing literature 

on the subject and about other concepts which I consider complementary and on empirical data.  

The notion of integration was born initially as a purely sociological concept within the 

Durkheimian theory, which considered it as an intrinsic property of society, the specific ways 

in which individuals and groups associate and combine themselves resulting in a balance that 

allows social life. It concerned thus “the overall resilience of the social fabric, whose individuals 

would embody the majority value orientations assuring the stability of the system” (Gargiulo, 

2018: 50). Nevertheless, the traditional meaning of the notion progressively underwent a sort 

of distortion: while maintaining the basic idea of a mechanism of social resilience and balance, 

its focus has shifted towards ethno-culturally different groups and it has been more and more 

used to describe the insertion process of non-national citizens into national societies, having as 

a wished result the defusing of an undesirable cultural conflict. This two-sided overall meaning 

of the concept, in the sense of societal integration as a whole or in terms of inclusion of non-

national individuals, is particularly relevant for this research work. Indeed, as it will be shown 

during the following paragraphs, both nuances have been mobilised for understanding the role 

of civil society organisations for asylum seekers and refugees’ reception at a local level. Firstly, 

I have approached the issue to investigate empirically which are the elements that support or 
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hinder asylum seekers and refugees’ attempts to develop dignified and independent ways of life 

in their receiving societies - paying attention to both material and relational aspects of it - and 

to trigger a process of social as well as self-recognition as accepted and active members of their 

new social environment. In this sense, I have tried to grasp which of these elements are 

addressed by the observed civil society organisations and with which impacts on asylum seekers 

and refugees’ experience. On the other side, I have additionally mobilised the concept of 

integration in its wider societal meaning when addressing the subject of the insertion of those 

same civil society organisations into the wider picture of asylum seekers and refugees’ local 

reception. In fact, I have tried to understand if and how they integrate the institutional 

framework of reception and integration policies and procedures. Likewise, I have focused also 

on the inside of civil society itself, aiming at understanding if and how the different civil society 

organisations form a complex integrated system providing structural answers to asylum seekers 

and refugees’ needs. As I will underline better in the following pages, both perspectives on 

integration presuppose in my view a certain tension with the notion of autonomy, which 

simultaneously completes and hinders them.  

On these premises, the chapter is organised as follows. In the first paragraph, I will provide an 

overview of the notion of integration and autonomy as they have been approached by already 

existing literature in terms of migrants’ integration and personal autonomy. The second 

paragraph will be dedicated instead to the issue of civil society integration into the wider 

scenario of asylum seekers and refugees’ reception. In this regard, beyond providing a 

deepening of the concept of civil society itself, which shows some critiques as well, I will 

introduce the concepts of subsidiarisation and governance, and connected ones, as the 

theoretical tools from which to observe and understand the positioning and action of civil 

society organisations vis-à-vis asylum seekers and refugees, public institutions as well as civil 

society itself.  

1.1 What kind of integration? Between formal rights and social recognition 

I have briefly introduced just above that the concept of integration was born initially to analyse 

the different ways in which social ties are developed and kept allowing the peaceful coexistence 

and the collective functioning of individuals and groups within specific societies. In this regard, 
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it is probably obvious to remember the two well-known Durkheimian types of solidarity, 

organic and mechanic, as the main mechanisms through which societal integration is achieved. 

This classical and generalised meaning has succeeded in keeping its scientific relevance and 

prevalence until at least the 1950s, when the chaotic context of the post-war period fed the 

revival of a sociological interest for the identification of “the necessary ingredients that 

guarantee the stability of a social system” (Kostakopoulou, 2014: 44). Notably, it was Talcott 

Parsons who highlighted the “functional imperative” of a “solidary collectivity” (Parsons in 

Kostakopoulou, 2014), arguing that “through either socialization or social control processes, 

individuals internalize certain value orientations and are thus made to fit into the social system” 

(Ibidem: 44). The previously mentioned transfer of the notion of integration from a societal 

perspective to the domain of migrations was until then avoided insofar as the concept of 

assimilation, coined by the Chicago urban sociologists during the 1930s, was still considered 

as the best vocabulary to refer to the processes of insertion of non-national individuals into 

national societies. The latter, prompt by Robert Park as the final result of a four-steps model of 

interethnic relations within the city and pointing to an erasing process of cultural difference 

through the embodiment of the major cultural and social norms by minority groups, had 

inherited in its turn some of the characteristics of the previous concept of adaptation, which was 

applied to the internal migrations of the XIX century and described what was expected from 

rural immigrants by the new urban society (Laacher and Sayad, 1999). Though, the notion of 

assimilation came to transcend “the operational modalities, the utilitarian meaning” of 

adaptation and it has assumed “some more manifestly cultural intentions” as it refers to the 

objective of “making similar, identical to oneself” (Ibidem: 176). That same cultural and 

political nuance that had allowed its success has though also been the main reason of its decline. 

Indeed, staring from the 1960s, the concept of assimilation began to be considered as “too 

colonialist” (Ibidem: 179) and its “explicit ethnocentric pretensions” began to be refuted in the 

wake of the generalised rebellion against “demands of conformity and coerced 

homogenization” (Kostakopoulou, 2014: 43) that characterised new social movements. In this 

framework, a new conceptual tool was needed by States to deal with the presence of non-

national citizens and, as it often happens, the notion of integration has progressively shifted 

from the scientific domain to the public debate acquiring in the way its ethno-cultural sense and 
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coming “to the forefront as a prominent answer to concerns of ethnic and racial difference” 

(Goksel, 2014: 11) in western countries. The concept was indeed well valued as “more 

respectful of cultural differences” (Kostakopoulou, 2014: 43), even though there is currently 

wide agreement about the circumstantiality of such an argument. Indeed, many scholars have 

been highlighting that the notion often connotes, while disguising it, “social cohesion, the 

unification of a diverse population through the construction of a common identity” (Goksel, 

2014: 11). At the same time, it has lost in the transition its sociological dimension ending up 

being limited to its political and institutional sense, i.e. “the searched or declared result of public 

policies” (Schnapper, 2008: 2). It is worth saying, though, that, as mentioned, the notion 

remains highly abstract, determining its polysemic nature: according to national sensitivities 

and approaches as well as socio-economic and political events, the concept of integration has 

been taken very different nuances, proving to be “relative and culturally determined” (Castles 

et al., 2002: 127). On these lines, we have often heard about national models of integration, 

ranging from the multiculturalist Netherlands, to the assimilationist France, passing through the 

German model of the “gastarbeiter” and including the so-called “subaltern integration” or 

“differential exclusion” of European southern countries. Despite their success, though, the 

abstract nature of such differences has been highlighted by scholars stating that “integration 

‘models’ diverge more in terms of discourses rather than in terms of policies effectively carried 

out by governments” (Schnapper, 2008: 2). Concurrently, the capacity of national models of 

integration of actually accounting for the complex reality of contemporary pluralist societies is 

more and more scientifically contested by disclosing the nonexistence of “truly coherent 

incorporation regimes” (Freeman, 2004: 946) and underlying the multi-dimensionality of 

integration processes and policies and the artificiality of the idea of an ethnic, linguistic and 

historical commonality shared by Nation States’ citizens (Habermas, 1998):  

“Work on incorporation often assumes an integrated and bounded host society to which 

immigrants can or must adapt. Such a society does not exist. Instead, one finds 

multifaceted, loosely connected sets of regulatory rules, institutions and practices in 

various domains of society that together make up the frameworks within which migrants 

and natives work out their differences” (Freeman, 2004: 946-947)  
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Such argument underlines the anachronism of current analysis driven by a “methodological 

nationalism”, i.e. “the idea of the ‘nation-state’ as the principal organizing unit of society” 

(Favell, 2003: 13), and urges for its overcoming through the observation of different social and 

spatial unities. In this perspective, the study of asylum seekers and refugees’ integration needs 

to take into consideration both the “transnational” nature of current migratory experiences, 

characterised by “networks that stretch beyond and across national borders and structure 

migrants’ identity and action” (Colombo in Grandi and Tanzi, 2007: 16), and the local 

dimension of inclusion, “representing a key arena because it is there that relations are 

established, languages and relational models are defined, contrasts and conflicts are activated” 

(Ibidem: 19). Indeed, from the empirical chapters it will emerge that, although the local 

territorial reality of asylum seekers and refugees’ everyday experience plays a fundamental role 

shaping their chances to settle and/or to carry on with their subjective life plans, their 

transnational identities and ties intervene as well in the definition of their integration strategies 

and possibilities.  

Nonetheless, while convincingly rejecting the very existence of national models of integration 

on the basis that “never has a convincing explanation been offered for their origins” (Bertossi, 

2011: 3), Christophe Bertossi argues however for the importance of taking them seriously and 

proposes to borrow the theoretical tools of the cognitive turn of social sciences, considering 

them “perspectives on the world rather than entities of the world” (Bertossi, 2011: 12). On these 

lines, he argues that they can work as “structures of reference in various contexts to frame the 

question of identity, common belonging, inclusion and exclusion”. In addition, going in the 

direction of Freeman, Bertossi adds that “this framing activity is not monopolized by one social 

group and does not produce univocal, coherent and homogeneous normative entities” (Ibidem: 

13). Hence, it exists a quite wide intellectual agreement about the inconsistency of national 

models of integration and, above all, about the multi-dimensional nature of migrants’ 

integration. This seems to me to give strength to the choice of inquiring civil society as one of 

Freeman’s “autonomous and interdependent fields” (Freeman, 2004: 947) and, within it, to 

focus on refugees and asylum seekers’ experiences in host societies through their connection 

with different actors of that same civil society. On this perspective, I have intended to study 

asylum seekers and refugees’ integration at what Penninx defines “the meso-level of 
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organisations”, while keeping an open dialogue with “the micro-level of individual migrants 

and their households” and “the macro-level of structural factors” (Penninx, 2013: 15). I aimed 

thus at understanding the impact of the action of supportive civil society organisations on 

asylum seekers and refugees’ inclusion paths, privileging though the subjective perception of it 

by asylum seekers and refugees’ themselves as well as the influence that macro-structural 

dynamics and institutions have on their intervention.  

At the same time, because I have focused on the daily and gradual development of inclusion 

paths, by mobilising the concept of integration I refer to integration processes rather than to 

integration policies. For sure, the formers are directly influenced by formal institutional 

practice, if only because “the essence of policies is their intention to guide and steer processes 

in society” (Penninx, 2013: 18). In this sense, integration can be framed “not only as an ideal 

goal for society; it is also something a government sets out to achieve” (Favell, 2003: 15). The 

institutional dimension of integration, which materialises into the imagination and 

implementation of integration policies, experts and procedures should not be underestimated. 

Indeed, as I will explain better in the next paragraphs, public institutions, be they local, national 

or supra-national, “have unique capacities for co-ordination, regulation, and administration” 

(Young, 2000: 156), which other social entities lack, including civil society organisations. 

Furthermore, Mauro Ferrari and Claudia Rosso invites to reflect on “the priority that the 

juridical dimension (of integration) has on other ones composing migrants’ daily lives” (Ferrari 

and Rosso, 2008: 15), both pragmatically and symbolically. Nevertheless, the issue of asylum 

seekers and refugees’ integration by no means ends with the normative and steering content of 

integration policies. Actually, Carbone rightly argues that “thinking about an assimilative, 

intercultural or transnational policy differs from looking at its taking shape: this is about a 

process that is brought about thanks to the simultaneous action of a variety of factors that step 

aside from the original coordinates set by the model” (Carbone, 2007: 18). Moving further away 

from the policy dimension, Ambrosini speaks about integration as “a dynamic and negotiated 

long-term process” of gradual acquisition of citizenship, which is made of “daily practices that 

are consolidated and institutionalised progressively” and of “many steps and ways through 

which those that are formally excluded by certain rights can claim for and obtain them” 

(Ambrosini, 2016a: 93, 98). Hence, the concept of integration processes refers to a path of 
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evolution and contamination of both migrant individuals and receiving societies, where the 

former take steps, sometimes forward sometimes backwards, towards the reach of a dignified 

and autonomous existence and the recognition of their presence as legitimate and valuable for 

the wider society. At the same time and in principle, the many souls and domains of society 

evolve by way of dealing with the presence of ever new categories of “citizens”. In this sense, 

integration refers to “a social practice that takes place in the ongoing relation between natives 

and migrants” (Carbone, 2007: 19).  

As mentioned, integration processes are not linear and are multi-dimensional. In this regard, 

several scholars have detailed the many aspects of migrants’ integration, almost unanimously 

agreeing in the identification of an economic dimension, linked to the possibility “to find one’s 

way around in the job market and to provide material security for him or herself and his or her 

family through labour” (Budyta-Budzyńska, 2009: 49); a legal dimension, linked to their 

administrative statuses and to the formal rights to which they are entitled or not; a cultural 

dimension, referring to “the acquisition of linguistic competences, the access to training 

opportunities and the elaboration of processes of cultural mediation” (Catarci, 2014: 72); a 

political dimension, corresponding to the active participation to the social collectivity in the 

effort “to become not just an object of politics, but primarily a subject of politics” (Budyta-

Budzyńska, 2009: 52); and a social dimension, which has to do with “the development and 

autonomous carrying on of relationships” (Catarci, 2014: 72), hence “with the immigrant’s 

entry into secondary and primary groups of the host society” (Budyta-Budzyńska, 2009: 52).  

Hence, studying asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes observing from the meso-

level of the local organisations that they pass through and solicit means to put the focus on what 

happens outside the schemes, institutions and representations of institutional reception that, 

flowing from national policies, “is not always able to read and intervene into local fluidity” 

(Lainati in Grandi and Tanzi, 2007: 171) and to try to understand which are the dimensions of 

integration that this encounter involves, favouring or hindering their fulfilment. When going 

through the methodological and empirical chapters, the reader could better understand in fact 

that each collective actor observed has been managing the relation with migrants in different 
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ways, that respectively mirror difference conceptions of integration and solidarity and had 

different impacts on refugees and asylum seekers’ situation and perceptions of it.  

The issue of the multi-dimensionality of integration processes allows to go back to the 

transnational nature of the migratory experience, preventing from falling into a State- and 

ethno-centred conceptualisation of integration. In fact, under transnational conditions “migrant 

groups might be thought of as not following the same westernizing, modernizing integration 

path into full citizenship, membership and belonging of their new host societies” (Favell, 2003: 

6) as the research for inclusion “tends to transform into a demand for accessibility: the right to 

not having the access to specific social contexts denied, without it constituting however a full 

and exclusive participation, the sharing of duties of loyalty or the assumption of collective 

responsibilities” (Colombo in Grandi and Tanzi, 2007: 21). In this sense, the reaching of 

autonomy that I argue could be considered as the higher objective of integration processes 

acquires those aspects of “distinction” and “differentiation” that the French geographer 

Emmanuel Ma Mung claims (Ma Mung, 2009: 27) to be the very abilities of an autonomous 

subject, and it departs from institutional conceptions of autonomy and integration, whose norms 

have been sometimes radically accused of “being imposed on immigrants without their 

participation in the decision making process” (Tully in Goksel, 2014:25) This kind of argument 

introduces, anticipating the reflections of the next paragraph, the dimension of free choice 

which is intrinsic to the notion of autonomy and it the echoes critiques that have been moved 

to classical social contract theories, which, despite the merit of having dismissed “the artificial 

advantages of class, wealth, status and existing hierarchies of power, building impartiality and 

mutual respect into the basis from which political principles are generated” (Nussbaum, 2006: 

68-69), have been unable to provide an inclusive proposal about who is entitled to choose those 

principles as their account about “free, equal and independent” subjects fails to recognize 

diversity, inequality, oppression and neediness. More in general, the attractive idea of a “nation 

of citizens taking the initiative of building a political association among free and equal 

individuals” presents a fundamental emptiness: “it does not explain how the totality of people 

engaged in juridically regulating their coexistence must be composed, which are the social 

borders” (Habermas, 1998: 128-129), who is in and who is out, who can be included and under 

what conditions. This kind of gap leaves space to the more consistent and concrete idea of 
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nation in terms of ethnic and historical community, which, despite its artificiality and weakness 

in front of the globalized reality of our existence, has been keeping establishing itself, at least 

discursively, as the most powerful bond of solidarity, with important consequences for 

migrants’ integration processes.  

Its still relevant and pervasive power is found between the lines of EU common principles about 

integration, which were adopted by the EU Justice and Home Affairs Council in November 

2004 and that have embraced, institutionalizing and homogenising it, the “civic integration 

paradigm” (Kostakopoulou, 2014), born in the Netherlands during the 1990s and progressively 

expanded to most of the EU members States. This perspective poorly hides its intrinsic 

nationalistic approach as “it constitutes a project oriented towards building “cohesive” societies 

in as much as consistent with specific values and behavioural patterns” (Gargiulo, 2018: 65). 

Through standardized tools for evaluating migrants’ basic knowledge of the host society’s 

culture, history, language, and their understanding and acceptance of western liberal values, 

civic integration policies demand to non-national citizens to “prove that they are indeed liberals 

(...), ‘to put their identities on display, to demonstrate their civilized behaviours’ (Kylimka, 

2005) according to the dominant interpretation of it by the host society” (Goksel, 2014: 50-51). 

Hence, “speaking the national language and being familiar with the history, values and ways of 

life of the host society have become mandatory rules to live by instead of being goals to strive 

towards (Kostakopoulou, 2014: 39), enshrining the passage within integration discourses from 

the right to reception and inclusion to consider them “temporary privileges” (Suvarierol, 2015: 

714). In light of the above, institutional integration policies in Europe seem to mirror what 

observed by Aihwa Ong regarding the integration processes of Cambodian refugees in the USA, 

namely the attempt of establishing an “educational, evaluational and corrective relationship (...) 

in order to purify newcomers from those aspects of their traditional culture that are considered 

as backward or immoral (...), implying the idea that “the Other” is socially and culturally 

handicapped” (Ong, 2005: 85-86, 100). On these lines, the “civic integration paradigm” shows 

indeed to be based on a “developmental understanding of individuals” (Suvavierol, 2015: 720) 

that in fact has historical origins as it traces back to by now well-established paternalistic 

arguments about the “unfitness for self-government” (Kostakopoulou, 2014: 45) of that 

“Other”, be it the uncivilised peasant coming to the city of the XIX century (Laacher and Sayad, 
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1999); the “welfare subjects” of the “Workfare State” who, independently of their nationality, 

“are approached as ‘non-citizens’ who can be legitimately governed in the interest of turning 

them into citizen-workers” (Suvavierol, 2015: 718) or, going back to civic integration policies, 

migrants, who need to be empowered and disciplined “so as to inculcate the virtues and skills 

that are desired of them” (Ibidem: 708). Hence, the nationalistic stamp of civic integration lies 

in “the relevance of cultural homogenization” (Gargiulo, 2018: 73) that it implies, ensuring that 

“societal integration is achieved through more or less partial recognition denial” (Bona, 2018: 

63). In fact, Dora Kostakopoulou interestingly underlines that both “the endemic belief that 

‘others’, that is, non-nationals, are ‘deficient’” (Kostakopoulou, 2014: 48) and “intolerance and 

restrictive migration policies have been frequently masked under the veils of promoting self-

government, ensuring social harmony” (Ibidem: 47).  

Under civic integration policies, the responsibility for integration is individualized, migrants 

are continuously called upon to activate themselves, to become autonomous, to give their 

contribute to the host societies. Integration can be easily included under those that Semin 

Suvarierol has effectively called “the politics of personal responsibility” (Suvarierol, 2015: 

710) as,  despite well-worn fine words about it being a “two-way process” (Korac, 2001; Castles 

et al., 2002; ECRE, 2005; Joppke, 2007; Ager and Strang, 2008; Sorgen, 2015; EUI, 2017; 

Gargiulo, 2018) it is considered mainly a burden of migrants, who are caught in a dynamic of 

“culturalization of the integration processes, which masks the material factors at the basis of 

the potential social conflicts arising from the failure to include non-citizens” (Gargiulo, 2018: 

77). Indeed, important social and institutional barriers exist to complicate, until preventing, 

migrants’ full integration into the whole patchwork of spheres composing the host societies. In 

this regard, overturning the argument about migrants’ responsibility of being committed to 

demonstrate their willingness to integrate by way of becoming autonomous - economically - 

and of achieving a minimum threshold of “liberality”, Gulay Goksel proposes to approach 

integration from a “democratic justice perspective”, meaning with it that “instead of questioning 

the capacity for individual autonomy of immigrants, we need to ask whether the ethical and 

symbolic order of the host society provides the conditions for immigrants to exercise their 

autonomy” (Goksel, 2014: 22, 39). According to this perspective, integration becomes a 

responsibility of host societies, which should be committed to demonstrate their willingness of 
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integrating migrants and their minimum threshold of liberality deconstructing social, economic, 

cultural and political barriers, hence providing adequate social conditions for migrants to live 

with dignity and exercise their autonomy, in terms of being able to subjectively position 

themselves vis-à-vis the receiving society without having to uncritically embody its norms, 

values and representations. Indeed, in an analytical effort to deconstruct the many constituents 

of the notion of autonomy (“le pouvoir agir”), the Quebec researchers Emilie Morin, 

Geneviève Therriault and Barbara Bader have interestingly contributed to challenge the version 

brought about by the mentioned politics of personal responsibility by highlighting that whatever 

intervention aimed at empowering (“développer le pouvoir agir”) a subject must act upon an 

internal dimension, i.e. “the individuals’ capacities”, as well as upon an external dimension, i.e. 

“the context where structural domination is present” (Morin et al., 2019: 5). Here the first limit 

of civic conceptions of integration, as it becomes clear that it is reduced to “a matter of 

individual effort” (Suvavierol, 2015: 723), implying the complete invisibilisation of structural 

injustices and difficulties.  

From the foregoing, it has become quite apparent that civic integration’s nationalistic vein is 

intrinsically coupled with a liberal soul, that it actually shares with almost all mainstream 

conceptions of integration, and which is represented by “the centrality of autonomy and of 

individual proactiveness” (Gargiulo, 2018: 73). In this case, the notion of autonomy is steeped 

in “economic instrumentalism”, making of civic integration policies “an illiberal social policy 

in a liberal state” (Joppke, 2007: 14). On these lines, the objective of western institutional 

integration projects may be identified with “the transformation of individuals into ‘Homo 

economicus’” (Zoletto in Ong, 2005: XV), “insisting more and more on the importance of 

becoming autonomous subjects making responsible decisions and being useful to the nation 

transforming themselves in self-entrepreneurs” (Ong, 2005: 29). To integrate thus means to 

accept and embody the dominant social norms and, at the same time, to become autonomous in 

the sense of becoming economically independent and responsible, in order to “reduce one’s 

own burden on society and to develop one’s own human capital” (Ibidem: 35). In this functional 

and purely economic understanding of integration and autonomy lies the second and maybe 

blindest limit of their neo-liberal version. Abdelmalek Sayad explains it well by saying that:  
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“All discourses about integration give priority to the question of employment: there is 

no possible insertion, no possible consistent and ordered place in society but through 

employment. This is an historical, artificial fact that we all have internalised, we have 

naturalised it to the point that we don’t even question it anymore. (…) And though, there 

is a question there about our own society and how we live in it. Indeed, we must not 

forget that society is a whole. There are other sites of insertion, other ways of insertion 

a part from employment” (Laacher and Sayad, 1999: 173)   

In this sense, while mainstream academic literature and institutional reports focus on 

“functional integration” (Castles et al., 2002: 124), providing accurate lists of practical 

indicators of integration based on statistics about employment rates, naturalization numbers, 

and so on, many are nowadays the scholars that insist on the existence of “hard (practical, skill-

oriented) and soft (emotional, well-being oriented)” (Sorgen, 2015: 244) and “objective and 

subjective” (Montgomery in Castles et al., 2002: 131) elements of integration, opening the way 

for a different kind of reasoning about migrants’ experience in their host countries and 

indicating that “subjective indicators are as important as objective indicators, which are usually 

those considered important from the host government” (Ibidem). Feelings of rootedness, 

belonging, “having a place”, being recognized have thus been nourishing the notion of 

integration giving space and importance to “individual everyday practices” and “interstices” 

(Fontanari and Ambrosini, 2018) through which migrants negotiate their presence and identity 

with host societies and forge more or less tight relationships, which play a fundamental 

“adaptation role” (Gurak and Caces, 1992: 150) for their settlement process, as they both 

“provide emotional and social support” (Fontanari and Ambrosini, 2018: 595) and “link persons 

in need with potential sources of assistance” (Gurak and Caces, 1992: 150).   

In the field of integration of migrants, the argued importance of social relationships and 

networks, widely demonstrated by migration studies also from other perspectives - such as their 

influence on the migration-decision process and, when it is the case, on the choice of destination 

-, more or less explicitly points to the local level as the first and actual arena “where integration 

comes to life” (ECRE, 2005: 11). This is by now extensively agreed both by scholars, arguing 

that “broad trends at the national level both reflect and camouflage a myriad of small-scale, 
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localized and diverse outcomes below” and that “States regulations play a central role in each 

domain but only occasionally deal with migrants directly” (Freeman, 2004: 959), and by 

institutions, which recognize into “interpersonal relationships at the local level, the final steps 

of the integration process” (ECRE, 2005: 11). The accent on interpersonal relations as “the final 

steps”, though, does not meet unanimous agreement. Arguments about them being the first and 

essential piece of a long process of negotiation and adaptation, facilitating it both from a 

functional perspective and in terms of one’s sense of belongingness and social recognition, are 

widespread and they reverse the hypothetical integration path imagined by EU apparatus: it is 

by developing relationships with other people of the wider society that I increase my resources, 

both material and social and cultural, for accessing the services I need, finding a dignified way 

of life in my new environment and building a sense of home. In this sense, Morton Weinfeld 

speaks about integration as a “nested process”:  

“Migrants first integrate by way of consolidating their relationships with family and 

extended kin groups, then sub-groups and wider ethnic groups, then neighbourhoods 

and cities, and finally into what we might call national society as a whole” (Weinfeld in 

Castles et al., 2002: 127).    

Of course, Weinfeld’s relational hierarchy cannot, and should not, be considered as rigid and 

generalizable. The initial social world of migrants differs a lot from one person to the other: not 

everyone has family around and ethnic groups are not always and everywhere solidly developed 

or, even, trusted. In addition, literature teaches us that according to the kind of social relation 

invested, outcomes can diverge. Building on Putnam’s well-known “Bowling Alone: the 

collapse and revival of American community”, Ager and Strang show that while “connection 

with family and co-ethnic, co-national, co-religious groups (i.e. “Social bonds”) enables to 

share cultural practices and maintain familiar patterns of relationships”, social bridges 

(“friendly connection with other communities”) are “an important factor in making them feeling 

at home and have a disproportionately positive impact on perceptions” (Ager and Strang, 

2008:178-180). Furthermore, I argue, and will try to show, that borders between types of 

relationships are very porous and that “weak ties” can easily transform into “strong ties” 

(Granovetter, 1973) coupling the positive (and negative) effects of both types of relationship. 
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That said, I also embrace the arguments that identify the development of positive relationships 

as, if not the first, a fundamental factor for the triggering of integration processes, intended as 

pathways aiming at personal autonomy, both in terms of socio-economic and administrative 

independence and in terms of being able of mobilising societal resources and of negotiating 

values while keeping one’s own subjectivity intact. Hence, while institutional conceptions of 

integration – contained under “civic integration paradigm” – show neo-assimilationist nuances 

as they presuppose the erasing of the migrant subjectivity and its absorption into the State-

centred hegemonic system, what the notion of integration processes will refer to when 

mobilised in this research work is the multi-dimensional and step by step research for and 

development of the “conditions of possibility” (Joas, 1993) for asylum seekers and refugees to 

live freely according to their subjective ideals, projects and competences, though in an open 

and respectful dialogue with the rest of the communities in which they live. The notion of the 

“conditions of possibility” corresponds to the deployment of the several dimensions of 

integration that I have exposed above, whose fulfilment is the basis on which personal 

autonomy can be acted. Indeed, the latter allows to keep together both the external and the 

internal dimensions of integration as it allows simultaneously to account for the importance of 

recognising, valuing and supporting personal characteristics and capabilities and to make 

structural barriers to integration visible, thus deconstructing the discourse brough about by the 

politics of personal responsibility. At the same time, I will show later that it is possible for 

asylum seekers and refugees to be integrated in just some of the mentioned dimensions, as well 

as it is possible for them to act autonomously in some contexts and situations and not in others. 

The argued importance of relationships for integration processes allows in my view to take 

some distance from neo-liberal individualistic and rationalist conceptions of autonomy, which 

represent just one of the possible interpretations of it. In the next paragraph, I will go deeper 

through the different ways to understand and mobilise it, that I still believe to be tightly linked 

to the one of integration, since, as I have just argued, I consider it the main and final objective 

of integration processes. 

1.1.1 The social-embeddedness and relational nature of personal autonomy 

As we saw some lines ago, the most useful version of the notion of autonomy for institutional 

civic integration projects is one steeped with individualism, self-reliance and rationality. The 
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affection for these possible aspects of an individual’s subjectivity comes to us from some 

historical processes of change in social hierarchies and the consequent re-conceptualisations of 

identity. In this respect, Charles Taylor has provided a readily understandable analysis of the 

way in which notions of dignity, authenticity and originality have progressively nourished 

philosophical reflections about subjectivity and individuality as well as the social processes 

they were subjected to. Taylor starts from this historical analysis for supporting his argument 

about the importance of social recognition - a notion that I will better explore in the next sub-

paragraph. However, the development of modern conceptions of personal identity is of 

particular importance for the understanding of autonomy and its possible interpretations as well. 

Indeed, we shall see later that social recognition and personal autonomy can be considered as 

tightly linked and interdependent notions.  

So, Taylor maintains that “a new understanding of individual identity emerges at the end of the 

18th century: an individualized identity, one that is particular to me” (Taylor, 1994: 28). This 

new understanding is intimately linked with the collapse of traditional social hierarchies, which 

have long filled individuals with immutable identities determined by one’s social status and 

role. Important philosophers have gone deep in exploring this historical change, recognising 

the arising of ideals of “authenticity”, i.e. the ideal of “being true to myself” (Ibidem), and that 

of “originality”, the idea that “each of us has an original way of being human. That there is a 

certain way of being human that is my way” (Ibidem: 30). In order to be autonomous, then, one 

should be able to “follow a voice of nature within” (ibidem: 29) for discovering its authentic 

and original self and stay sticked to it. Although the undeniable historical significance of such 

changes in the conception of individuals, it is not difficult to understand how they have 

contributed to progressively develop a conception of autonomy as the chance and capacity of 

valuing one’s own individuality becoming independent from the influence and the need of 

others. Notions of “self-authorship” and “self-identification” are indeed recurrent in the liberal 

philosophy of the mid-XX century as imperative capabilities to “form and pursue one’s own 

conception of what makes life worth living” (Waldron, 2005: 314), which people are entitled 

to and that indeed flows from the Kantian principle of freedom (Waldron, 2005). If I am to 

know my original self and to accurately follow it, it should also be obvious that I need to get 

rid as much as possible of whatever interference could push me away from “me” and what I 
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consider good from my own original and unique perspective, being them intimate or structural 

interferences. This conception echoes and is part, again, of classical social contract theories, 

which stated that “the parties in the Original Position are concerned to advance their own 

conceptions of the good, not those of others” (Nussbaum, 2006: 33), implying the idea that in 

following “their own pursuit of happiness, individuals realize their autonomy by gaining 

independence from their consociates” and that “any constraints reduce an individual’s 

autonomy” (Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 128). We can identify here one of the biggest 

difficulties of the concept of autonomy, which may be summarised into a struggle between “the 

good” and “the right” and that, in its turn, allows to call into question hyper-individualist 

versions of it. Indeed, through an historical overview of the notion, Jeremy Waldron warns us 

that there is not unequivocal meaning of autonomy. In particular, he insists on the difference 

between personal and moral autonomy, where the former implies “disciplining one’s 

inclinations in the light of the sort of person one would like to be” (Waldron, 2005: 317), hence 

pursuing one’s conception of what is good, while the latter suggests “the ability and willingness 

of a person to submit his pursuit of his conception of the good to the conditions necessary for 

the similar pursuit of conceptions of the good by others” (Ibidem: 318). The idea of having to 

live “on fair terms with others” (Ibidem: 317) in order to achieve Rawls’ “full autonomy” 

(Rawls in Waldron, 2005: 320) is particularly suitable to put on trial the pervasive atomistic 

nature of individualistic conceptions of autonomy underpinning the above-described “civic 

integration paradigm”. The importance given to the relational character of autonomy has been 

taken up, even if in different terms, by many contemporary critical scholars - in particular, but 

not exclusively, feminist scholars - who have tried in their turn to deconstruct neo-liberal 

interpretations of the notion, considering them as “an harmless anachronistic hangover of the 

Enlightenment, which is complicit with structures of domination and subordination, in 

particular with the suppression of others (women, colonial subjects, blacks, minority groups) 

who are deemed incapable of achieving rational self-mastery” (MacKenzie and Stoljar, 2000: 

11). One of the charged elements of the individualistic conception of autonomy is the assumed 

self-transparency of individuals. The idea that we possess a coherent, crystal-clear and ordered 

inner-self easily accessible and perfectly understandable by ourselves is actually discredited by 

psychoanalytic theories, which claim that “agents are conflict-ridden, often self-deluded, 
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fundamentally opaque to themselves” (Ibidem: 10). In this regard, despite valuing, likewise 

classical conceptions, the capacity for personal critical reflection as fundamental for developing 

personal autonomy, critical conceptions about it propose a fundamental paradigmatic change, 

claiming that “its acquisition and maintenance are dependent on interpersonal relationships in 

which one acquires and sustains the capacity to relate to this dynamic inner life” (Anderson and 

Honneth, 2005: 135). The latter quote provides quite a number of insights about the many 

elements that compose autonomy according to critical theories. The framing of the notion in 

terms of a “capacity” and the importance of positive self-relations are two of them, which I will 

explore later. Indeed, it is worth underlying first the main argument distinguishing what have 

been called relational accounts of autonomy from the mainstream individualistic ones, namely 

that identity and, through it, personal autonomy feed on relations with others. The 

“fundamentally dialogical character” (Taylor, 1994: 32) of the human condition is put on the 

forefront and the “atomistic subjectivity characteristic of ‘hyperbolized autonomy’ is replaced 

with a relational view of subjectivity” (MacKenzie and Stoljar, 2000: 6), which values social-

embeddedness as “intrinsic to the exercise of autonomy” (Atkins, 2006).  

If identity and personal autonomy are constituted through or supported (or hindered) by social 

relations is a matter of discussion among scholars. As an example, Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann 

Mische have claimed in a committed way that “the point of origin of agentic possibilities must 

reside at the level of self-dynamics” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998: 974), while Annette Baier 

argued some years before that “persons are essentially second persons...heirs to other persons 

who formed and cared for them” (Baier in Whiting, 2006: 28). Personally, I’ve come to believe 

that the most adequate solution to the debate lies in-between: no pre-determined socially virgin 

identities exist. Individuals become who they are through socialisation, and in this sense, they 

actually are “second persons”. Nevertheless, it comes a time in which an identity nucleus has 

been consolidated and this is done precisely through a specific agentic capacity, which the 

already mentioned Ma Mung defines a subject’s “savoir-faire” (to be able to do), namely the 

capacity to “constitute and maintain one’s own world”, implying in turn “the capacity for 

differentiation and distinction” (Ma Mung, 2009: 27) from what is other from us, including 

those relationships through which we constituted ourselves. However, if Ma Mung claims that 

studying autonomy means “to wonder how a subject (being it individual or collective) keeps 
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being itself also within its relations with what is other from it” (Ibidem: 28), implying in my 

view the importance for being autonomous of protecting that identity nucleus from whatever 

change it could undergo in relations with others, I feel as to argue that an autonomous identity 

is one that is open to change and that evolves in contact with others, insofar as this evolution is 

not prompt by coercion, but by osmose and free choice. Indeed, it must result from a reflexive 

exercise through which one “assumes the stance of a third party in appraising one’s motivations 

and actions and the environment in which these develops” (Oshana, 1998: 94) and recognize 

them (or not) as one’s own. Otherwise, to argue for the immutability of personal identity as an 

important harbinger of autonomy, thus “assuming the existence of some essential (presumably 

psychological) element of the individual, independent of the world and inviolable, in virtue of 

which autonomy if safeguarded” (Ibidem: 86) risks to turn a blind-eye towards the pervasive 

influence that social dynamics may play on individuals’ ability to relate to themselves. Indeed, 

Kim Atkins underlines that:  

“Autonomy is a rarest beast than commonly believed, not because individuals are lazy 

in exercising their free will, but rather because social and psychological forces have a 

powerful combined effect in producing unreflective and conventional self-conceptions” 

(Atkins, 2006: 212). 

At the same time, we should not fall in the trap of considering socialization just as a pervasive 

force to be guarded against, winking in this way at the classical conception that only eliminating 

all sort of social influence and constraint one could be autonomous. This is the limit that 

Catriona MacKenzie and Natalie Stoljar identify into contemporary historical theories of 

autonomy, which “tend to represent socialization in largely negative terms, as an obstacle, or a 

threat to autonomy” failing in this way “to analyse the differences between the kinds of 

socialization, or aspects of socialization, that promote autonomy and those that impede or 

undermine it” (MacKenzie and Stoljar, 2000: 17). In this regard, while sharing the conviction 

about the intrinsic social-embeddedness of individuals, relational accounts of autonomy divide 

in their turn into “intrinsically relational conceptions” and “casually relational conceptions”, 

where the former focus on the social constitution of the agent, while the latter precisely 

investigate “the ways in which socialisation and social relationships impede or enhance 
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autonomy” (Ibidem: 22). The distinction between these two approaches is not trivial, as it seems 

to imply the very meaning of autonomy itself. Indeed, siding on the casually relational stream 

and insisting on the conceptualisation of agency as a capacity, Morin, Therriault and Bader 

explain that “it is about a capacity depending first of all on the social and collective context in 

that a context may be more enhancing (or enabling [“capacitant”]) than another in allowing the 

development of agency” (Morin et al, 2019: 6). In this regard and for the sake of my research, 

I have chosen to embrace a casually relational perspective on autonomy, as I have tried, 

following the idea of “contexte capacitant” (enabling context) (Ibidem), to understand if and 

how the observed actors support, or hinder, asylum seekers and refugees’ autonomy. Indeed, 

what I have found particularly interesting regarding what said about socialisation dynamics and 

their role concerning the possibility (or impossibility) for individuals to exercise personal 

autonomy is that, assuming that each individual is invested in, and invests, multiple and 

differentiated social contexts, autonomy may be analysed in its multi-contextuality and 

gradualness. In this respect, building on American pragmatists, in particular on George Herbert 

Mead, Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische have grounded their interesting conception of 

autonomy (agency in their words) precisely on the idea of its multi-contextuality, claiming that 

the different dimensions of agency that they propose, each of which corresponding to a different 

temporal orientation, are mobilised differently and in different degrees according to the social 

environment in which one is engaged: 

“The agentic orientations of actors may vary in dialogue with the different situational 

contexts to which they respond. Agentic processes themselves assume diverse empirical 

forms in response to the specific contexts within which action unfold. We can thus speak 

of “the double constitution of agency and structure”: temporal-relational contexts 

support particular agentic orientations, which in turn constitute different structuring 

relationships of actors towards their environments. (...) Particular structural contexts 

allow actors to assume greater or lesser degrees of transformative leverage” (Emirbayer 

and Mische, 1998: 1004) 
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The objective of a casually relational analysis of autonomy should thus be that of identifying 

“which sorts of social-structural, cultural and social-psychological contexts are more 

conductive to developing the different modalities of agency” (Ibidem: 1005).  

In addition, to assume that actors’ agentic capacities change according to different social 

contexts allows at the same time to support the argument that an individual could act 

autonomously in some situations, while not doing it in others. In this respect, Diana Meyers’ 

competency theory about autonomy is particularly relevant as she convincingly claims that “it 

must be possible for a life to contain pockets of autonomy which do not add up to an 

autonomous life” (Meyers, 1987: 624). Meyers provides a useful schematization of three 

possible degrees of autonomy, maintaining that, while “programmatic autonomy” implies “a 

long-term view of the self, some conception of the kind of life one wants to lead” (Meyers in 

Atkins, 2006: 210) and “allows spontaneous autonomous acts because one does not have to 

consciously deliberate about every single episode in one’s life” (Atkins, 2006: 210), it does not 

impede that individuals may “act autonomously in isolated situations without having control 

over the basic direction of their lives” (Meyers, 1987: 624). This conception of autonomy as 

potentially gradual clashes against opposed arguments insisting on the importance of 

understanding personal autonomy as “a stable property of persons rather than a transient 

characteristic” (Oshana, 1998: 95). Some liberal philosophers as well have argued that “though 

the autonomous person need not live a highly-scripted existence, he is nevertheless a person 

who can relate the choices he makes to some sense of the overall course of his life” (Waldron, 

2005: 316), suggesting thus that autonomy is a structural characteristic of an individual and is 

not reversible nor negotiable. My positioning on the matter, both as a personal opinion and for 

the sake of the research, is that “episodic autonomy”, namely “the capacity to decide what one 

wants in weighing up one’s desires or how to act in a particular situation”, and “narrowly 

programmatic autonomy”, “the capacity to make autonomous decisions in particular aspects of 

one’s life” (MacKenzie and Stoljar, 2000: 18) are fundamental tools when trying to identify 

sparks of dignity and resistance within overall confining and defining environments. It is not a 

case, in my view, that the idea of the multi-contextuality and gradualness of autonomy echoes 

the argument about “the impossibility of the non-integrated migrant”: if, as mentioned, 

contemporary societies are not homogeneous environments but “made of multiple autonomous 
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and interdependent fields, which engage actors only partially, never completely”, then, Freeman 

argues, “all immigrants are necessarily integrated in certain fields or systems” (Freeman, 2004: 

947). And if to be integrated means to be in the “conditions of possibility” (Joas, 1993) for 

exercising autonomy, it follows that all immigrants are necessarily able of exercising some 

degree of autonomy in certain fields or systems, even if they are often subjected to 

governmental devices possessing a high capacity for social influence and confinement.  

To sum up, as anticipated at the beginning of the paragraph, critical scholars usually describe 

autonomy as the capacity to positively relate to oneself through critical reflection, which is in 

turn sustained by “a repertory of coordinated skills” allowing one to “express one’s authentic 

self” (Meyers, 1987: 627), and, thanks to these positive self-relations, as “the capacity to act in 

line with what a subject values and with the reasons why he/she does it” as well as “the capacity 

to exercise some control over the definition and the nature of changes that concern him/her” 

(Morin et al, 2019: 4). It finally results that critical accounts share with classical ones the 

framing of autonomy as self-transparency and self-realization. What changes, as we have seen, 

is the way in which one gets to that point: while for classical conceptions this is possible only 

eradicating whatever social influence that could possibly disorientate us from ourselves, critical 

accounts argue that it is only through social relations that one acquires such capacities. Not by 

chance, the latter speak about some “socially acquired practical competencies” (Atkins, 2006: 

206), implying that autonomous competencies “can only be acquired and exercised in relations 

with other people” (Ibidem: 207) in so far as “agency is always agency towards something, by 

means of which actors enter into relationship with surrounding persons, places, meanings and 

events” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998: 973). Hence, the empirical analysis that I will present is 

thus based on the conceptual reference axis that considers autonomy as “intrinsically social, 

relational and dynamic as it is centred on the engagement of actors who form part of a specific 

social and temporal context” (Morin et al, 2019: 6).  

The above reference to the “conditions of possibility” of autonomy allows to make it even 

clearer the argued fil-rouge between the notions of integration and autonomy. In fact, it has 

been said that for people to be able to acquire, maintain and exercise autonomy competencies, 

some social conditions need to be provided. These conditions are of course in the first place 
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functional to the possibility of physically and juridically existing. In this sense, thus, “the 

resources and circumstances necessary for actually being able to lead the life one determines to 

be worthwhile include socio-economic rights” (Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 129). 

Nevertheless, as it will be presented in the following sub-paragraph, according to recognition 

theories “the standard liberal combination of legally protected liberties and material resources 

does not exhaust the requisite conditions for fostering and protecting individuals’ autonomy” 

(Ibidem: 144). For one to exercise autonomy, in addition to functional aspects of life, one needs 

to be recognized as “worthy agent of its own actions and the originator of its specific reasons 

for acting” (Atkins, 2006: 212). In this sense, what I mean when speaking about integration 

processes is precisely the gradual paths of deployment of all the social, economic, political and 

relational conditions for autonomy to be effectively acted. Concomitantly, with autonomy I 

mean a complex set of capacities both to relate to oneself and to others, through which people 

affirm their subjective personality and active positioning within specific social realities in an 

ongoing dialogue with them, which, subsequently, cannot but experience a constant evolution 

of their integrative dynamics.  

The issue about whether a hierarchy among the conditions of possibility for autonomy whose 

satisfaction represents the core of integration processes should be advanced or not is open to 

debate. Important social justice theories have argued that “the capabilities to which all citizens 

are entitled are many and not one (...) and they are understood as both mutually supportive and 

all of central importance to social justice” (Nussbaum, 2006: 75). Indeed, in addition of 

providing an inspiring alternative to classical measurements of welfare and freedom focused on 

commodities or income, framing the necessity of thinking in terms of “a set of doings and 

beings”, namely “the capability to function” fulfilling personal needs and “to choose between 

different ways of living” (Sen, 2003: 44), the Capability approach proposed from two different 

but complementary perspectives by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum starting from the 

1980s maintains that the entire set of relevantly varying capabilities, ranging from “elementary 

functionings as being adequately nourished (...) to many complex functionings such as 

achieving self-respect” (Ibidem), has to be there for a person to exercise autonomy and freedom. 

If one of them lacks, then autonomy and freedom are not fully achieved. On the other hand, a 

by now well-known and widely borrowed psychological theory of the 1950s has convincingly 
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claimed instead that “human needs are organized into a hierarchy of relative prepotency” 

(Maslow, 1954: 38) and argued that “a person who is lacking food, safety, love and esteem 

would most probably hunger for food more strongly than for anything else. (...) All capacities 

are put into the service of hunger-satisfaction. (...) Capacities that are not useful for this purpose 

lie dormant and freedom, love, community feeling, respect, philosophy, may all be waved aside 

as fripperies that are useless, since they fail to fill the stomach” (Ibidem: 37).  

Is it appropriate and relevant to insist on social recognition and to philosophize about personal 

autonomy and freedom as important indicators of asylum seekers and refugees’ integration, 

when they lack a house, a job or a health coverage? On the other way around, can we actually 

speak about social inclusion and integration of asylum seekers and refugees within host 

societies when, despite enjoying an accommodation or being employed, they show to lack the 

social bonds, respect and positive social environments needed in order to make autonomous 

choices for their lives? When conceiving integration processes as paths of development of the 

multidimensional “conditions of possibility” for exercising personal autonomy, it seems to me 

that all of them are needed. Nonetheless, it is not my aim to answer to these questions at this 

point, nor to do it on the basis of theory. My empirical purpose is precisely to understand how 

these issues are framed within the different observed collective actors and how they are 

perceived by asylum seekers and refugees themselves. Although I have a personal positioning, 

the scientific challenge I have posed is to let the fieldwork speak. However, for the sake of 

clarity it is still important and relevant to say a few words about social recognition theories, 

their strengths and weaknesses, convergences and divergences, as well as the possible 

references to the notion of integration processes aiming personal autonomy. 

1.1.2 Social recognition: a fundamental condition for autonomy? 

The choice to include the notion of social recognition within the theoretical framework of a 

research focused on asylum seekers and refugees’ integration appears to be significant when 

trying to depart from functional approaches and to account for the entire spectrum of “hard and 

soft” elements supporting the mentioned processes. Indeed, when plunging into social 

recognition literature, and connected ones, the link between this very notion and that of 

integration processes, intended as paths towards personal autonomy, becomes quite evident. 

Starting from the most classical and well-known scholars, social recognition theories have 
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unanimously underlined and insisted that “my own identity crucially depends on my dialogical 

relations with others” and that “the projection of an inferior or demeaning image on another can 

actually distort and oppress, to the extent that the image is internalized” (Taylor, 1994: 34, 36). 

In fact, while the importance of social relationships for the acquisition and maintenance of 

autonomy has by now been demonstrated, it is fundamental not to forget that they are able at 

the same time to deeply undermine personal self-relations sustaining autonomy. This is 

particularly relevant when focusing on asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes, 

inasmuch as they represent a social category which is particularly subjected to exogenous 

definitions, whose satisfaction has a great influence on their actual possibilities of remaining 

and carrying on their lives in the host society. In fact, the model of the real and good refugee is 

steeped with pervasive, sometimes contradicting, predefined images. On one side, there is the 

conveyed idea that they own a “culture of poverty” because of which “they feel entitled to 

receive assistance” (Ong, 2005: 62,63) and from which to free themselves by explicitly 

demonstrating of being willing to contribute to the host society, proving to be law abiding, 

responsible and self-reliant hard-workers (Gargiulo, 2018; Suvavierol, 2015). In this 

perspective, it can be stated that “what governments expect from civic integration programmes 

is not integration but conformity, discipline and the absence of dissent” (Kostakopoulou, 2014: 

53). At the same time, and almost contradictory, important scholars point to attempts of 

reducing asylum seekers and refugees’ identities to those of “pure victims” (Agier, 2005: 61) 

as well as to the deployment of processes of “de-historicization” that provoke a generalization 

which nullifies all individual traits and delivers an archetypical representation of the asylum 

seeker as “victim whose judgment and reason have been damaged by the traumatic experience” 

(Malkki, 1996: 384, 385) of exile. In this sense, asylum seekers and refugees are assimilated to 

children that “like fishes, need to be watched, not heard” (Bauman, 2001: 33), on a par with 

most of the “welfare subjects” of “workfare States”, who are often “positioned almost in a 

childlike manner requiring paternalistic intervention which gives little respect and recognition 

to the person as an adult moral subject” (Suvavierol, 2015: 719). 

Hence, if we assume, as I do, that the denial of one’s own particular identity by others may 

impair one’s autonomy competencies, then the theme of social recognition appears to be 

fundamental for the realization of the “conditions of possibility” of asylum seekers and 
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refugees’ autonomy and, through it, for a mechanism of societal integration coming to terms 

with their presence by way of recognizing their legitimacy and their right to a dignified and 

autonomous life. From a social integration perspective then, the issue of autonomy and 

recognition seems to benefit in their turn from being framed in terms of a social justice question, 

rather than an issue of self-realization: 

“Treating recognition as an issue of justice, one should say that it is unjust that some 

individuals or groups are denied the status of full partners in social interaction simply as 

a consequence of institutionalized patterns of interpretation and evaluation in whose 

construction they have not equally participated and that disparage their distinctive 

characteristics or the distinctive characteristics assigned to them. (...) What makes 

misrecognition morally wrong is that it denies some individuals and groups the 

possibility of participating on a par with others in social interaction, that it denies to 

them participatory parity” (Fraser, 1996: 24, 26). 

Fraser’s proposal allows to avoid the risk of psychologization of social recognition and 

integration processes, which has instead been pinned on Axel Honneth’s theory, charged, 

despite its fundamental contribution, of “depoliticising the process of progressive social change, 

reducing political philosophy to moral psychology” (Bona, 2018: 52). In this regard, the Italian 

sociologist Alberto Melucci actually warned us that  

“as forms of power are transformed, one witnesses an attempt at psychologization and 

generalized medicalization of society, with the purpose of absorbing every potential 

collective conflict that arises around the problems of identity by reducing them to the 

individualistic dimension. The construction of personal identity becomes a potentially 

conflictual process in which definitions imposed by external powers clash with the self-

realization needs of individuals. But if the sphere of identity is confined within pure 

psychological or medical categories and submitted to the treatment of specialized 

apparatuses, its conflictual potential is reduced to a psychological or medical problem” 

(Melucci, 1996: 106). 

At the same time, though, I consider Fraser’s allusion to “patterns of interpretation and 

evaluation in whose construction they have not equally participated” confusing inasmuch as, 
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likewise classical social contract theories, it implicitly refers to an hypothetical “original 

situation” in which those patterns were created in the absence of those who came later and 

attributing to them, in my view, a sort of immutability that does not help to understand how it 

is possible to change them and under what conditions newcomers could be involved in this 

change, pursuing the objective of a renewed form of societal integration which include them as 

“full partners in social interaction”. In this regard, I feel more at ease with the theoretical 

proposal of Zygmunt Bauman, who, although agreeing with Nancy Fraser about the importance 

of shifting the issue of autonomy and recognition from a matter of self-realization to a social 

justice one, allows to better understand how this very shift serves to support and nourish the 

chance of a social change:  

“Insofar as they are forcibly thrown and kept into the context of self-affirmation and 

self-realisation, recognition struggles show simply their conflictual potential. If 

otherwise they are returned to the social justice sphere, claims for recognition become a 

breeding ground for reciprocal inclusion and meaningful dialogue, which could finally 

lead to a renewed unity, to an enlargement, rather than a retrenchment, of the horizons 

of the ‘ethical community’ ” (Bauman, 2001: 76). 

In this sense, the very notion of integration is approached as a wide and general issue involving 

all the individuals co-living in a same, until now national, territory; not just migrants, thus 

bringing it back to its original sociological meaning. At the same time, it is filled with an 

important “transformative characteristic”, as the process is not seen as “concerned with the 

preservation of temporarily settled interpretations of societal values” through their introjection 

on the part of migrants, “but the democratic deconstruction of these values” (Goksel, 2014: 31). 

It seems to me that the potentially transformative character of the recognitional dimension of 

integration processes is particularly helpful for enhancing a complexification of the notion of 

autonomy and a well-rounded understanding of it. Indeed, it helps in linking and keeping 

together personal and moral autonomy, steering away from a simplistic conception of the 

concept as self-development or self-determination and acknowledging its relational nature. 

Actually, the mentioned “democratic deconstruction of values” states in my view the collective 

effort of “reconciling one individual’s personal autonomy with another’s” (Waldron, 2005: 
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321) in order to reach a shared “system of morally reconciling individual ends” (Ibidem: 322).  

On these lines, and providing an answer to critiques about his tendency toward the 

depoliticization of the issue of social recognition, Honneth has claimed that “only through 

struggles of recognition, solidarity and social integration can partially be accomplished” 

(Honneth in Goksel, 2014: 31).  

Despite its influence and theoretical strength, which showed to be appropriate for critically 

analysing the issue of integration processes, social recognition is a quite young notion that has 

come into force, likewise those of authenticity and originality, through some important 

historical processes of change which have to do with the advanced phase of capitalism and its 

transformed need for controlling and producing individuals’ identities, as the already mentioned 

Alberto Melucci interestingly theorized: 

“The characteristic production of advanced societies requires that control reach beyond 

the productive structure into the areas of consumption, services, and social relations. (...) 

More and more, production no longer consists solely in the transformation of the natural 

environment into a technical environment. It is also becoming the production of social 

relations and social systems; indeed, it is even becoming the production of the 

individual’s biological and interpersonal identity” (Melucci, 1980: 217-218). 

Reacting to this new form of power and control, the social movements of the 1960s imposed a 

“substantial shift from the focus of post-World War II social justice policies that concentrated 

on redistribution of material goods” (Cox, 2009: 20) by way of making emerge demands for 

recognition, which were represented by a transition from notions of “class, equality, economy 

and nation” to notions of “identity, difference, culture and ethnicity” (Bona, 2018: 67). The 

intrusion of market and government devices and mechanisms into the most intimate meanders 

of individuals and the gradual blurring of the division line between private and public issues, 

as well as the at least apparent overall satisfaction of “material” needs, has thus let demands for 

recognition and autonomy to come to the forefront: “what individuals are claiming collectively 

is the right to realize their own identity: the possibility of disposing of their personal creativity, 

their affective life, and their biological and interpersonal existence” (Melucci, 1980: 218).  
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It is on the basis of these new demands that scholars have started their theorizing job and that 

social recognition theories have entered the scientific arena during the early 1990s, being 

connected in particular with the names of Nancy Fraser, Charles Taylor and Axel Honneth. The 

three scholars, while agreeing about the “understanding of subjective identity as dialogically 

formed through processes of mutual recognition and thus recognition failure as a critical social 

concern” (Bona, 2018: 30), have nonetheless framed the issue in quite different ways, often 

positioning themselves on the opposite poles of diverse meaningful dichotomies. 

In the first place, they have showed different perspectives concerning the question about if 

recognition should mean recognition of the differences existing among individuals and/or 

groups or recognition of a universal human sameness. The issue is not easy to solve, though. 

While Taylor focuses in particular on the recognition of differences, giving particular relevance 

to cultural and juridical rights of minority groups in officially multicultural societies (i.e. the 

French-speaking Quebecois in Canada), but claiming at the same time that “a universal potential 

is at the basis of the politics of difference, the potential for forming and defining one’s own 

identity, which must be respected equally in everyone” (Taylor, 1994: 42); Nancy Fraser 

doesn’t seem to take a clear stance on one side or the other and she limits herself on this issue 

to take note and point to the existence of these two ways of framing recognition. For his part, 

Honneth proposes a synthesis between the two interpretations of the meaning of recognition, 

maintaining that the two are needed for someone to be actually recognized. In fact, he claims 

that in order to guarantee social recognition is essential to couple “a process of 

individualization, i.e. the increase of opportunities to legitimately articulate part of one’s 

personality”, corresponding to the interpretation of recognition in terms of valorisation of 

difference, “and social inclusion, i.e. the expanding inclusion of subjects into the circle of full 

members of society” (Honneth in Fraser and Honneth, 2003: 184-185), which takes the stance 

of the universalist interpretation of recognition, winking at the same time at Fraser’s notion of 

“participatory parity”. It seems to me that Honneth’s proposal is the most complete and 

adequate when focusing on asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes as it allows to 

hold together the enhancement of individuals’ autonomy, namely their capacity to define 

themselves, although in a dialogical relation with others, for those that are their own unique 
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characteristics, with a perspective of enlargement of the “social body” through the recognition 

of the equal dignity and legitimacy of each and every individual.   

Secondly, Fraser, Taylor and Honneth’s approaches differ according to “who” should be the 

subject of social recognition. This second line of divide is of particular importance as it 

presupposes a second one, namely who has the responsibility of recognizing. Although they do 

not tell it explicitly, from Fraser and Taylor’s works it is possible to understand that they are 

mainly focused on the recognition of collective identities, rather than individual ones. This 

collective approach is particularly important with reference to the mentioned dynamics of 

defusing of potential social conflicts through the psychologization and individualisation of 

recognition claims. In fact, it is only through the collectivisation of individual needs and 

demands, supported by the recognising that one’s own condition is shared with others, that 

collective action directed towards a social change may arise. Nevertheless, such a kind of 

collective consciousness is not easy to develop: 

“The ties among those who share similar conditions tend to be fragile and manifestly 

ephemeral. Social aggregation tends to be short-term and possessing no perspectives. 

The perception of injustice and the protests that it triggers, as it happens for many other 

things at this disengagement era defining the “liquid state” of modernity, have started a 

process of individualisation” (Bauman, 2001: 83). 

The pervasiveness of such atomising forces institutionalised through the logics underpinning 

the above-mentioned “politics of personal responsibility” has thus contaminated the field of  

social conflict, making difficult the development of those “common discursive resources” that 

are needed “to connect subjective experiences and thus enabling individuals to view their social 

relegation as socially caused, not just emerging from what they might view as their own 

individual or cultural inadequacy” (Bona, 2018: 69). In this sense, Honneth’s individualistic 

perspective about recognition allows to identify the intense and oppressive activity of 

misrecognition long before that official and conflictual demands for recognition arise. In fact, 

focusing simply on the recognition or misrecognition of collective identities means to identify 

their powerful action just when a collective demand is formulated. The attention thus stands 

just at the end of a much longer and complicated process, which has necessarily started with 
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the individualized realization of being the particular subject of misrecognition. In addition, 

although the individual awareness of one’s misrecognition does not always evolve into a 

collective awareness and demand for recognition, as the process of development of a collective 

identity is a very long and complicated one, this does not mean that misrecognition and all 

connected dynamics are not at work. Hence, to focus exclusively on collective identities as the 

subject of these dynamics entails the risk of missing all the individual oppressive and confining 

situations which are linked and caused by misrecognition but do not have the resources of 

transforming into collective claims. It is also worth saying that collective identities may, in their 

turn, be the actors of confinement and misrecognition of difference. Indeed, analysing Taylor’s 

recognition theory, Anthony Appiah warns us that “collective identities come with notions of 

how a proper person of that kind behaves, (...) in short they provide scripts. There will be 

expectations to be met, demands will be made. Thus, someone who takes autonomy seriously 

should ask whether we have not replaced one kind of tyranny with another” (Appiah, 1994: 

159, 160, 162). In this regard, to grant space and importance, even if not exclusively, to the 

dynamics of recognition and misrecognition having as a subject individual identities also 

enables to avoid to fall into the trap of essentialization by equating them with their group’s 

collective identity and of turning “an accommodating blind-eye to a group’s internal power 

structures, inequality and illiberal practices” (Bona, 2018: 67).  

The reference to the need of paying attention to “group’s internal power structures” and to 

individual forms of misrecognition provides the opportunity for making a transition towards 

the issue of who could be the agents of recognition (or misrecognition). Again, Taylor and 

Fraser’s approaches diverge from Honneth’s one, as they mainly focus on the public sphere, 

while “the issue, and perhaps the importance, of recognition within more intimate relationships 

is at best overshadowed” (Cox, 2009: 26). This perspective appears quite obvious inasmuch as 

it shows a direct link with the choice of collective identities, i.e. social groups, as the privileged 

subjects of recognition and misrecognition dynamics. Nonetheless, it fails in my view to 

account for the earlier described multi-dimensionality of integration processes. In fact, their 

approach presupposes simply two actors, public institutions and social groups, masking the 

multiplicity and diversity of actors that intervene and have a role in individuals and groups’ 

existence. Although limitedly to this particular point, Taylor and Fraser’ theorisation risks to 
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pair up with the logics of the “civic integration paradigm”’ contracts, as they both “give rise to 

the paradox of the framing of integration as a bipolar relationship, excluding a number of 

societal actors” and “presenting society as a united national community” (Kostakopoulou, 

2014: 52). Concerning in particular migrants’ experiences, such perspectives stand at the 

opposite of the capacity of notions of governance and battleground, although their weaknesses, 

of describing a social reality much more rich, diverse, and plural where power dynamics are 

not conceived as classical top-down dynamics, but approached also in their reversed as well as 

horizontal dimensions, giving back to them all their actual and interesting complexity. The 

multi-faceted, horizontal and plural nature of those notions will be deepened in the next 

paragraph. 

Honneth’s schematization about three different types of social recognition and the respective 

social relationships supporting, or impeding, them represents a detailed and useful theoretical 

tool to account for forms of recognition that go beyond the sole, even if fundamental, legal 

recognition deployed by public institutions through the granting of rights, providing thus an 

additional injection of relevance to the choice of investigating the role that institutions, 

associations and organisations differing from public ones may have over asylum seekers and 

refugees’ integration processes. As we have seen, indeed, “the agentic competencies that 

comprise autonomy require that one be able to sustain certain attitudes toward oneself and these 

affectively laden self-conceptions are dependent, in turn, on the sustaining attitudes of others” 

(Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 131). In addition, we know by now that different social contexts 

support different agentic competencies, hence, different “affectively laden self-conceptions”. 

On these lines, in his well-known “The struggle for Recognition. The moral grammar of social 

conflicts”, Honneth provides, building on Hegel and Mead, a “three-part division among forms 

of recognition” (Honneth, 1995: 93) according to which each pattern of social relationship 

corresponds to a respective form of recognition (or misrecognition) and, consequently, to an 

acquired (or non-acquired) “practical relation-to-self” (Hegel in Honneth, 1995). The 

tripartition includes, of course, “legally institutionalized relations” (Anderson and Honneth, 

2005: 131) that through the recognition of a person as “a bearer of rights” (Honneth, 1995: 109) 

would support a relation of self-respect, based on the personal conviction of disposing of “the 

capacity to make reasonable autonomous decisions about moral questions” (Ibidem: 114). On 
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the contrary, in the absence of such an awareness “one cannot think of oneself as a competent 

deliberator and legitimate co-author of decisions”, hence, one is “less in a position to see oneself 

as fully the author of one’s own life” (Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 132). In Honneth’s sense 

the granting of rights is thus not just a juridical formal issue. Quoting the American philosopher 

Joel Feinberg, he claims in fact that rights possess a moral significance, represented and 

sustained by their public character:  

“‘Having rights enables us to stand up like men’ (Joel Feinberg), to look others in the 

eye, and to feel in some fundamental way the equal of anyone” (Honneth, 1995: 120). 

Therefore, if that was true, for asylum seekers and refugees the obtention of papers would have 

a double meaning: on one side it would obviously mean the concrete possibility of doing things 

and accessing services which one could not do or access without. On the other side, though, it 

would carry with it a symbolic force having precisely to do with the hypothetical recognition 

of their legitimacy and equality in the eyes of the society around them. Whether this is real or 

not is an empirical matter that I will face afterwards. Nevertheless, the proposal of a possible 

moral character of rights represents a very interesting and challenging suggestion for looking 

at asylum juridical procedures and feelings attached to it in an unconventional way.  

To continue, while giving the importance it deserves to rights recognition, Honneth argues, 

diverging from Taylor and Fraser, that to start and finish there represents a limited approach 

that “focuses on the condition of self-respect to the exclusion of self-trust and self-esteem” 

(Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 138), entitlements that could be defined as “prepolitical, not 

merely artefacts of laws and institutions” (Nussbaum, 2006: 285). To complete the picture, 

Honneth maintains that two additional patterns of relationships, and consequently of social 

recognition, need to be taken into consideration. On one side, we find “close relations of love 

and friendship, which are central to self-confidence” (Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 131) 

because the trust in the satisfaction of one’s own needs sustained by “the reciprocal experience 

of loving care (...) gives the person who is loved the strength to open up to itself in a relaxed 

relation-to-self” (Honneth, 1995: 95, 105), acquiring thus autonomy thanks to the socially 

acquired capacities of self-reading and self-knowledge (Meyers, 1987). Love recognition stems 

from relationships “constituted by strong emotional attachments among a small number of 
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people” (Honneth, 1995: 95), corresponding to “strong tied networks whose maintenance 

requires the investment of considerable time and emotional resources (...) and that work best 

when technical knowledge is not needed and in contexts of considerable uncertainty” (Gurak 

and Caces, 1992: 162).  

Although considering love recognition as “the psychological precondition for the development 

of all further attitudes of self-respect” (Honneth, 1995: 107), Honneth concludes his 

schematisation granting equal importance to self-esteem, the practical relation-to-self 

developed and maintained thanks to “networks of solidarity and shared values within which the 

particular worth of members can be acknowledged” (Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 131) and 

through which a particular form of social recognition is at work allowing people “to relate 

positively to their concrete traits and abilities” (Honneth, 1995: 121), namely self-esteem. 

According to Morin et al., the latter, which they call “feeling of efficacy”, represents “the most 

important among agency mechanisms” (Morin et al., 2019: 7). Indeed,  it is accompanied by 

the fundamental “felt confidence that one’s presence in the society matters” (Bona, 2018: 40) 

and has been credited with particular significance for the development of relationships of 

solidarity, which could be defined as social esteem at a group level, where it inspires “not just 

passive tolerance but felt concern for what is individual and particular about the other person” 

(Ibidem). The interesting trait of solidarity stemming from reciprocal social esteem is that it 

includes in itself law’s “cognitive point of view associated with universally equal treatment” 

and love’s “emotional attachment and care” (Honneth, 1995: 91), representing a particular kind 

of relationship which is especially relevant for analysing civil society’s groups relating to and 

working with asylum seekers and refugees since, as I will show in the next chapters, they often, 

if not usually, define themselves as the “solidaristic ones”. Is their relationship with asylum 

seekers and refugees actually characterised by both recognition of equality and emotional care? 

Is there actually a “felt concern for what is individual and particular” about asylum seekers and 

refugees?  

Hopefully, fieldwork will provide punctual answers. Nevertheless, coming to an end, I consider 

it necessary to say some words about the complicated relationship between recognition and 

redistribution claims as it has been framed by the presented recognition scholars, Nancy Fraser 
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and Axel Honneth in particular, because of its pertinence within the theoretical reflection 

regarding asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes as the search for the multiple 

“conditions of possibility” for acting autonomously. As a matter of fact, Honneth does not grant 

particular relevance to issues of redistribution as such. On the contrary he claims that 

redistribution is actually a matter of recognition: “distributional injustices are, in fact, an 

‘institutional expression of social disrespect’, hence recognition is the final and decisive 

problem” (Honneth in Cox, 2009: 103). He further sustains that any struggle for redistribution 

would hide in fact a recognitional conflict regarding “the principle of achievement”, which, 

according to its dominant interpretation based on “the economic activity of the independent, 

middle-class, male bourgeois” (Ibidem), ensures that through the participation in the labour 

market individuals actually discover themselves as able, talented and valuable for society, 

considering thus being at work and being paid as “the primary source of public respect and 

prestige” (Ong, 2005: 59). It seems to me that the exclusive importance given by Honneth to 

the economic dimension of personal autonomy and identity is likely to echo the functional 

incompleteness of  neo-liberal conceptions of subjects and of their autonomy and societal 

integration, endangering the sharpness of his tripartite argument. Furthermore, in addition of 

according to the labour market a fundamental function for the acquisition of autonomy and for 

social integration, Honneth establishes that “even where redistribution of resources is the goal 

of conflicts the established norms of recognition have a constitutive role because what is 

actually being contested is the justice or injustice of particular ways of evaluating social 

achievements and contributions” (Cox, 2009: 105). This very positioning on the part of Honneth 

is at the root of a heated debate with Nancy Fraser who, in turn, claims that although recognition 

and redistribution are thoroughly imbricated with one another, they are not superimposable, and 

they can even enter into conflict. For this reason, Fraser maintains that they should be observed 

through a “perspective dualism”: “to treat every practice as simultaneously economic and 

cultural is to assess them from two different perspectives, that of distribution and that of 

recognition, without however reducing either one of these perspectives to the other” (Fraser, 

1996: 42). Hence, Fraser proposes to overcome the polarization until then existing between 

politics of redistribution and politics of recognition and to acknowledge their intrinsic 

imbrication advancing the thesis that most of the existing collectivities are in fact “bivalent: 
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when oppressed or subordinate they will suffer injustices that are traceable to both political 

economy and culture simultaneously. Neither socioeconomic maldistribution or cultural 

misrecognition is an indirect effect of the other, but they are both primary and co-original” 

(Ibidem: 15). In this sense, to sustain in a comprehensive way the empowerment and recovering 

of autonomy competencies of vulnerable, oppressed or subordinated groups or individuals 

should point at both “providing material help in forms that maintain or enhance the standing of 

claimants as full partners and participants in social interaction” and, vice versa and 

simultaneously, at “conferring recognition in forms that maintain or enhance the economic 

well-being of claimants” (Ibidem: 48, 52).  

Fascinating as it may seem, I consider Honneth’s recognitional perspective on redistribution 

claims and injustice as overly abstract and falling into intellectualism, hence lacking the 

pragmatism needed in my view to fully understand and account for poverty, vulnerability, 

inequality, oppression as well as the motivations and practices of those who try to resist and 

fight them. Indeed, Bauman pertinently warned us that “today, recognition claims tend to be 

advanced with no reference to the issue of redistributional justice. The assumption is that the 

juridical recognition of the freedom of choice makes everyone actually free to choose. This is 

patently false” (Bauman, 2001: 86). The issue of “choice” is of particular relevance when 

studying asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes and the structural and contextual 

obstacles imposed on their autonomy. Indeed, institutional integration policies, civic ones in 

particular, offer to them a kind of freedom with conditions: they are free “inasmuch as their 

actions take place within the limits of the constraints of the contract” (Gargiulo, 2018: 75). 

Actually, it is not rare to read analysis about asylum seekers and refugees urged to not  “being 

choosy” in order to avoid being considered as “irresponsible, rigid in their wish to pursue only 

certain types of employment or to decide that the costs simply outweigh the benefits” 

(Suvarierol, 2015: 718), accepting thus their “state of constant indebtment” (Gargiulo, 2018: 

75) and adapting their freedom to a lifestyle compatible with the latter. 

To sum up, what I maintain is that social recognition in all the forms proposed by Honneth is a 

fundamental factor influencing the possibility (or impossibility) for asylum seekers and 

refugees to recover, maintain and acquire old and new autonomy competencies through which 
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being able to struggle for becoming full partners in social interaction, hence full members of 

society, without having to embody exogenously determined identity characteristics and scripts 

about adequate lifestyles. At the same time, I consider it crucial to remember that social 

integration is not made exclusively of recognition but also, and maybe firstly, of redistribution. 

Indeed, it is not a case that even Honneth, the most convinced advocate of recognition primacy, 

shall accord a place to material conditions, arguing that recognition and rights “would have to 

remain a merely formal concession as long as the possibility for actively taking advantage of 

them is not guaranteed by a certain social standard of living and degree of economic security. 

(...) The characteristics that put a subject in a position to act autonomously have come to include 

a minimum of cultural education and economic security” (Honneth, 1995: 117). Hence, the is 

no social integration without distributive justice, just like there is no social integration without 

social recognition.  

In this sense, whatsoever action carried out with the aim of supporting asylum seekers and 

refugees’ integration processes, be it institutional or not, should involve both the mentioned 

dimensions. It should take charge of individuals in their entirety, both finding ways to satisfy 

their specific and circumscribed needs and recognising each subject’s past history, present 

condition and future possibilities through the recognition of him/her as a unique worthy 

individual. On this perspective, integrative supportive actions should actually be interpreted as 

caring relationships, where to take care has to be intended as a type of relationship that enhances 

positive relations to the self - Honneth’s triad of self-confidence, self-esteem and self-respect - 

thus supporting one’s search for autonomy. Hence, whenever I will mobilise the concept of 

“care” in this research, I will intend the fact of “taking care of the Other as a person, with no 

intrusiveness, but contributing to deploy the conditions for the Other to express his/her own 

resources and potentialities freely” (Caputo, 2014: 125). According to Tronto’s “Ethics of 

Care”, care is constituted of different phases. Among them, “caring about” – implying “the 

moral quality of attention, a suspension of one’s own interest and the capacity to actually look 

from the perspective of someone in need” (Ibidem: 127) - and “taking care of” – “relating to 

the assumption of responsibility for ensuring the satisfaction of needs” (Ibidem), are what I 

claim that the support to asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes should be made of. 

The introduction of the notion of “responsibility” brought about by the one of “care” is of 
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particular interest. Indeed, in a recent work about care relationships within reception, Marta 

Salinaro underlines that the notion has its origins in the Latin term “respondere”, presupposing 

the answer to a call. In this sense, thus, the assumption of responsibility intrinsic to the action 

of “caring about” and of “taking care of” the Other as a unique worthy individual, bearer of 

desires, subjective perspectives, expectations and competences aside from needs, represents a 

“brave and political action” (Salinaro, 2020: 18), characterised by “the capability (of the 

supporter) to act and to give meaning to one’s own actions” (Ibidem: 20), which enables, even 

inside the institutional and hierarchical organisation of reception, to take some distance from 

and a critical positioning towards “the passive application of competences and tasks in terms of 

operation, intended as ‘the operativity promising efficiency and accommodating on what is 

customary’ (Faso e Bontempelli, 2017)” (Ibidem). Furthermore, the notion of “care” is 

additionally significant when studying the support to integration processes, whenever they are 

intended as paths towards autonomy. Indeed, likewise the notion of autonomy that I have 

claimed to mobilise, care has a profound relational nature (Sevenhuijsen, 1998), which bring 

with it a reciprocal dimension, as  “the three modes of ‘relating practically to oneself’” that are 

supported by care “can be viewed as being acquired and maintained only through being 

recognized by those whom one also recognizes” (Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 131), but also 

a power dimension, considering the asymmetries that frequently emerge in the relationships 

between “care givers” and “care receivers”. I will show in the empirical chapters that care as 

theorised above is what is frequently claimed as lacking by the interviewed asylum seekers and 

refugees themselves concerning institutional reception as well as relating to some dynamics at 

work within civil organisations.  

Staring form here, my intent on the matter is to empirically understand how the observed 

collective actors of the civil society actually frame the issues of integration, autonomy and care, 

if they take a stance between redistribution and recognition or if they tend to consider both of 

them together for enhancing asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes, and if their 

discourses match with their practice. At the same time, I aim at understanding asylum seekers 

and refugees’ own perspective, whether they value, implicitly or explicitly, social recognition, 

and which form of it, as an important piece of their integration puzzle, or they are focused on 

material aspects of their settlement, what they expect from the various social contexts that they 
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invest and which kind of impact these contexts actually have on their experience. I share in fact 

the argument about integration chances being played within and through relationships and 

social contexts which go much beyond the formal relation between asylum seekers and refugees 

and public institutions, be they national or local, and that civil society, in all its nuances, plays 

a crucial role there. On this basis, in the next paragraph I will introduce the concepts of 

governance, subsidiarisation and battleground for accounting for the current multi-actor and 

multi-dimensional nature of integration processes, and I will additionally provide a deepening 

of the concept of civil society and its role into asylum seekers and refugee’s local reception and 

inclusion paths as they have been framed by literature.  

1.2 Civil Society and integration processes: between governances and 

battlegrounds 

Since 1980s, concepts as subsidiarisation and governance have been playing a major role in 

both the scientific and political debate concerning the new mechanisms of management of 

social unrest and assistance, and they have nowadays widely established themselves as the most 

adequate tools for facing the growing fragmentation and differentiation of social problems. For 

sure, they have very different origins. The principle of subsidiarity flows from the Catholic 

social doctrine. It had started to be thought and mobilised when the Church had to deal with the 

changed social order brought up by the French revolution and, subsequently, with the need to 

evolve and modify its role in society. Nevertheless, the principle was officially explained only 

at the beginning of the XX century by Pope Pius XI, who described it as “a ‘most weighty’ 

(‘gravissimum’) principle, and also acknowledged it as ‘fixed and unshakable’” (McKinley 

Brennan, 2012: 3). The principle was built on the idea that “societies, other than the most basic 

ones such as family or simple partnerships, are always composed of other societies, and there 

exist social rules governing the relations among such nested and overlapping societies” 

(Ibidem: 6). We see thus that subsidiarity stands from the beginning on a conception of society 

as manifold and pluralistic that well fits the objective of investigating the local taking over of 

responsibilities concerning asylum seekers and refugees’ reception on the part of collective 

organisations of civil society, representing some of the mentioned “nested and overlapping 

societies”. Hence, according to its original meaning, the subsidiarity principle describes an 

ideal-typical situation in which “plural authorities and agents have their ‘proper’ (not 
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necessarily, lowest) duties and rights with regard to the common good” (Ibidem: 7) and are 

intimately and intrinsically committed to it thanks to the connected principle of solidarity, 

which drives them towards the achievement of social justice, a situation in which “each 

individual member is given what it needs for the exercise of its proper function, all that is 

necessary for the exercise of his social munus (gift)” (Ibidem: 10). Subsidiarity, solidarity and 

social justice are thus deeply intertwined according to the Catholic social doctrine, giving 

strength to the hypothesis that social entities other than the State, civil society organisations in 

the case of this research, have a significant role in deploying the conditions of possibility for 

individuals, asylum seekers and refugees in this case, to acquire all the instruments they need 

to integrate society, in the sense of becoming members of it by way of autonomously and 

subjectively contributing to the common good.  

Though, the subsidiarity principle has little by little been incorporated into official political 

dynamics and, through them, streamlined into the explicit devolution of responsibilities of 

government to the as small as possible adequate public institutions. In the case of the European 

Union, it has officially entered first the Treaty of Maastricht, and it was then additionally 

empowered thanks to the creation of an ad-hoc protocol, the “Protocol on the application of the 

principles of subsidiarity and proportionality”, contained in the Treaty of Amsterdam of 1997. 

Through it, subsidiarity has become one of “the central principle of the supranational European 

law” (Ene Corbenau, 2010: 441) , stating that “the competencies must be exercised at a level as 

closer as possible to citizens” (Ibidem), thus allowing the intervention of EU structures into 

fields which are not its exclusively competence “only if the followed objectives cannot be 

reached in a satisfactory measure at the national level by each of the Member States” (Ibidem).  

The same happened with the concept of governance. Indeed, the notion was firstly used in 

management theory for underlying the need to control and limit corporate managers through 

“‘consumer-orientated politics’, demands for increased shareholder power, and open business 

reporting” (Eagleton-Pierce, 2014: 10). On these lines, Matthew Eagleton-Pierce explains that 

around the end of the 1970s, the American Law Institute and the American Bar Association 

created the “Corporate Governance Project” stating that “the decentralised, non-hierarchical, 

fluid organisation is the model now and for the future” and that “this type of organisation 
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operates on the basis of vertical and horizontal networking, mutual collaborative adjustment, 

and is guided by visions and shared values” (Ibidem: 16). The notion proved to be inspirational 

and it was rapidly appropriated by other domains, starting from the World Bank that introduced 

it in its vocabulary to shield itself from the many critiques addressed to it concerning the 

illegitimate taking away of power and authority from national States and societies through the 

application of the structural adjustment programs. Subsequently, the concept was picked up by 

the political world for promoting the idea of new modes of governing involving multilateral 

actions and the collaboration among different levels and entities of both public and private 

social spheres for the achievement of a common political, ethical and governmental aim. In 

these terms, the Commission on Global Governance was developed in 1992, officialising the 

entering of the notion into the ordinary political debate.  

Do these concepts – subsidiarity and governance - or, rather, their implied concrete processes, 

concern the domain of asylum and reception as well? How do they help us – if they do it - for 

understanding the functioning and impact of contemporary reception practices and integration 

processes of asylum seekers and refugees in western societies? Which are the actors playing a 

role in the local governance of asylum seekers and refugees’ reception and inclusion? Does 

civil society have a play there? How? Starting from these questions, in the next pages I aim at 

providing a critical review of part of the existing literature about the mentioned subjects, in the 

attempt of accompanying the reader through the theoretical reflection that brought me to the 

definition of my research subject. 

1.2.1 Welfare States: crisis and immigration 

In order to precise the relevance and interest of focusing on the supporting action of civil society 

towards asylum seekers and refugees on an urban local level, it seems to me necessary to replace 

the issue into the wider scenario of the evolution and crisis of the Welfare State in Europe 

during the XX century. It is not my aim to provide an exhaustive historical reconstruction of 

the birth and development of European Welfare States. Rather, I intend to refer to their 

evolution for the sake of understanding when and how the concepts of subsidiarisation and 

governance have entered that field and, above all, if and how migrations’ management has been 

involved and influenced by such government dynamics. Along these lines, it is particularly 

relevant to question the specific relationship between Welfare States and immigration as well 
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as the processes of reorganization and rescaling concerning social protection policies that the 

mentioned crisis has triggered as well as their impact on the managing of reception and 

integration activities. 

The question of citizens’ public social protection through welfare provision started to emerge 

as a central concern for Nation-States with the rise of capitalism in the 19th century and the 

substantial social and economic modifications that it has entailed, i.e. “spread of 

industrialisation, processes of proletarisation, urbanisation and internal migration” (Busso and 

De Luigi, 2019: 274). By the 20th century, the years that preceded World War I and afterwards 

the difficult phase of the Great Depression of 1929, have marked an additional strengthening 

of the role of public authorities in welfare provision, “becoming an essential part of party 

politics and government policies” (Ibidem). Western populations were experiencing difficult 

life conditions, unemployment rates were very high, and, in front of a process of transformation 

of traditional social hierarchies, the responsibility of assuring material security was falling more 

and more to the States. Through an historical overview, Magnus Ryner argues in fact that 

“welfare policy did indeed emerge in response to perceived threats against social order” (Ryner, 

2000: 55), as it often went “hand in hand with labour movement pressure and struggles for 

welfare” (Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 274). On one side, the development and rising of 

capitalism was provoking social and geo-political conflicts linked to an uneven distribution of 

resources. On the other, “the partial breakdown of traditional family and community structures 

that previously had provided a framework of moral socialisation, social belonging, and buffer 

against material life-risks” (Ryner, 2000: 55) needed to be faced by national governments. 

Welfare States were then formally institutionalised after the Second World War on the premise 

that “it was the role of the State to guarantee aid in certain vulnerable phases of the life cycle” 

(Ibidem). Busso and De Luigi warn though not to let the mainstream narrative of “a smooth 

progression from charity and philanthropy to state provision, reaching its perfect form in the 

mid-twentieth century” (Deakin in Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 264) mislead us. The two Italian 

scholars underline in fact that “the whole development of welfare should be better read in terms 

of coexistence, cooperation and contention between state and civil society, rather than as a 

history of “replacement” of civil society initiatives by the public system” (Ibidem: 263). 
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Anyway, national governments have actually taken more and more responsibility in the field of 

welfare. According to the specific characteristics of each country, different models of welfare 

arose, going from approaches that left much room to policies inspired by the ideal of 

universalism of rights, to positions more oriented to the public provision of basic welfare rights, 

leaving to the market and other social formations the charge of ensuring and regulating the 

access to complementary measures (Andreotti and Mingione, 2013; Banting, 2000; Esping-

Andersen, 1990; Ferrera and Giuliani, 2008; Kazepov, 2008; Piattoni, 2010; Ranci and Vanoli, 

1994). In general terms, though, the development of Welfare States in Europe starting from the 

1950s was marked by a widespread movement towards a broad intervention of the State, still 

conceived as a centralised authority, in different spheres of the societal functioning. National 

governments, thus, engaged in structuring the social policies necessary to the well-being of their 

populations, but they also intervene in the economic sphere, “in order to minimise 

unemployment, and to ensure economic stability” (Ryner, 2000: 54), though in a context of 

expansion of capitalism.  

At the same time, although the first theorisations regarding Welfare States and social rights did 

not take into consideration immigration at all, as if it was not a structural phenomenon in 

European societies, little by little  the idea that “every State must think only to its poor people” 

(Noiriel, 1997: 43) began to legitimate the separation between those who have the right to 

protection and those who have not. In fact, besides its role of safety net against poverty and 

social unrest, Welfare State has also been representing an important national pillar on which 

the relationship of reciprocal loyalty and belonging between the population and the State is 

built. On these lines, Michael Bommes and Andrew Geddes remind that “the sovereignty of 

nation states over a given territory and population was and still is based on the exchange of the 

political provision of welfare in exchange for the internal loyalty of their citizens” (Bommes 

and Geddes, 2000: 1). Bommes and Geddes refer in this case to a specific aspect of the multi-

faceted notion of citizenship, which has been elsewhere defined in terms of a “common 

endowment”, “a set of protections and benefits” (Ambrosini, 2020: 262) enjoyed by both 

natives and regular occupied immigrants because of their fiscal contribution to the functioning 
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of the State. Added to this is the first and most spread meaning of citizenship in terms of official 

State membership, according to which “in order to uphold their identity, nation states are 

oriented towards clear criteria for distinguishing between citizens and aliens” (Halfmann, 2000: 

36). We understand, thus, that the presence of foreigners on their territories has always been 

representing a challenging element for national governments, which have to find a balance 

between the liberal ideal of universalism of human rights, their economic possibilities and the 

need for maintain electoral consensus. Even so, as long as European States were experiencing 

a phase of economic growth and democratic societal reconstruction and expansion during those 

that have been called “the Glorious Thirty”, the issue of the enjoyment on the part of migrants 

of Welfare States’ measures seemed to be perceived softly and without causing particular 

conflict. Their presence was perceived as temporary, structured following European States’ 

need for additional workforce, enjoying some social rights as a way to “avoid a destructive 

competition with national workers” (Ambrosini, 2020: 248) and “politically accepted on the 

basis of the assumption that migration was a process that was politically controllable and could 

be reversible by the State” (Ryner, 2000: 52). The constitutional principles of liberal States, 

profoundly influenced and inspired by the obscure years of war and dictatorships, could be thus 

respected without betraying the privileged bond with national citizens.   

Nevertheless, starting from the end of the 1970s, “structural changes undermined the 

functioning of welfare institutions” (Kazepov, 2008: 247). The myth of the unconditional trust 

in the capacity of the State of ensuring the well-being of its entire population, including legally 

resident foreigners, while adopting an open and encouraging approach in relation with neo-

liberal dynamics and globalisation processes, came to terms with important economic 

difficulties that led in few years to a generalized stagnation (Ranci and Vanoli, 1994). As both 

a cause and a consequence of the incapacity of national States to autonomously and 

independently govern their more and more complex societies, safeguarding the uniformity of 

the collective interest both in terms of demands and answers; external forces have been 

regaining more and more relevance, “launching a shift towards more market-driven “neo-

liberal” governance” (Ryner, 2000: 61). In this scenario, we witness the trigger of a process of 

redistribution of the legislative and regulative power that had been until then a prerogative of 

national governments. This dynamic of government reorganisation moved both vertically, 
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towards supra-national (i.e. EU Institutions) and sub-national political and administrative 

entities; and horizontally, with the gaining of importance and power of private collective actors; 

giving rise to those processes of formal subsidiarity and multi-level governance that give 

substance to the interest for the local level of asylum seekers and refugees’ reception and will 

be the focus of the next sub-paragraph. 

The situation of economic stagnation and the process of multiplication of actors with some sort 

of power over the governing dynamics of European societies had an important and quite 

immediate impact also on the cultural and political approach of national governments in relation 

with the migratory dynamics concerning the “old continent”. The progressive but generalised 

closure of legal channels for entering Europe targeting non-European citizens and started during 

the 1970s as a result of the “oil shock” of 1973 has in fact been having a double effect. On one 

side, it has been encouraging dangerous migratory paths and the presence of irregular migrants 

on national territories. On the other, it fed a process of settlement of part of the flows, being 

until then characterised by a more fluid and circular dynamic but facing now the uncertain 

possibility of coming back in Europe once left. Subsequently, the foreign presence started to be 

constituted more and more by entire households projecting their future lives in Europe and 

needing, as everyone, the social protection of the State. Hence, they became increasingly 

visible, “bringing back to the vexata quaestio of the relationship between human rights and 

citizens’ rights” (Biondi Dal Monte, 2012: 7). This has additionally worsened the crisis of 

leadership of the Nation States, which had already started to lose their intermediating function 

between the market and their citizens because “the issue of security” – social, personal, familiar 

and professional – has been exposed into some global forces that are out of the political control” 

(Bauman, 2007: 13). As a consequence, migrants’ incorporation into European societies started 

to be contested and “European countries revealed signs of welfare chauvinism” (Banting, 2000: 

22). Indeed, Bauman argues that in order to reassert their importance, States have been trying 

to shift the focus from security to safety, namely “to be protected from any kind of threat to 

oneself and its extensions” (Bauman, 2007: 13), identifying into “the stranger” a powerful relief 

valve for fear, considering that “strangers embody the uncertainty surrounding our life” 

(Bauman, 2001: VI). Consequently, borders multiply, externally as well as internally, 

disciplining systems are put into place, walls are built, states of emergency are declared. States 
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have been trying to demonstrate in this way a power, although fictitious, against the “invader”, 

considered, following the most widespread public and media discourses, as the solely 

responsible of endangering local populations and exposing them to precariousness, poverty and 

cultural degradation. For sure, the target of such dynamic of social representation are not 

immigrants as a whole. The issue of “strangeness” has in fact always been coupled with class 

and socio-economic usefulness variables. Indeed, some relevant scientific analysis about 

contemporary migration policies mainly in Western countries have questioned the relevance of 

claims about their “general restrictiveness” (De Haas et al., 2018: 352), empirically showing 

that “many states have facilitated the entry of particular immigrant categories (such as the high-

skilled and family members)” (Ibidem: 2). Hence, we should rather talk about a growing 

selectivity of migration policies, through which governments open and close national borders 

according to degrees of desirability and presentability, while instrumentally emphasising their 

inflexible will of limiting, or even impeding, the entry of immigrants by way of turning “to 

symbolic policy instruments to create an appearance of control” (Massey in De Haas et al., 

2016: 327).  

However, poor economic migrants have been more and more the privileged target of public 

smear campaigns and “scape goat” dynamics. In this regard, Gérard Noiriel has interestingly 

explained that this could be implemented without challenging the democratic and humanistic 

ideals of the Nation States on the pretext that “migrants are the citizens of some other Nation 

State that protects their interests” (Noiriel, 1997: 43). Though, the latter does not function for 

asylum seekers and refugees, which thus represent a quite problematic category of migrants for 

contemporary Nation States. In fact, as they cannot claim the protection of their countries, 

asylum seekers and refugees appeal to the deepest foundations of the liberal states that, if they 

want to keep being identified as such, have no other choice but to welcome them. After all, it 

is by now well-known that the classical deepest meaning of the right to asylum is based on the 

right of being welcomed and accepted in case of persecution and lack of protection. The very 

text of the Geneva Convention of 1951, responsible of having legally formalised refugees’ 

social category, underlines the latter element arguing that it is compulsory to give asylum to 

any persecuted person who “cannot or does not want to claim the protection of his/her country 

of origin” (Geneva Convention, 1951, Art.1 ; 2).  
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In this respect though, it is worth underlying that both the numbers concerning the migratory 

flows related to asylum and the characteristics of people looking for protection in Europe have 

been drastically changing since the signature of the famous Convention and that these 

interconnected elements have somewhat justified during the past recent years an harshening of 

the attitude towards asylum seekers and refugees as well, both in the political debate and 

propaganda and in the public opinion. The notion of “refugee” has in fact been gradually 

changing, restricting and enlarging since the signature of the Convention, modifying its ethical, 

political and humanitarian value. The first step of this conceptual evolution has to be identified 

in the elimination of its geographical and temporal limitation thanks to the Protocol of New 

York of 1967. Indeed, the original agreement stipulated that protection had to be guaranteed to 

European refugees that had claimed for it before 1951. Clearly, this was due to the fresh wound 

of the experience of autochthone fascisms and fool dictatorships and to the consequences of the 

Second World War, which provided the main reasons for the stipulation of the Convention. 

And though, it represented a very strict limitation depriving of the chance of obtaining 

protection the many victims and opponents of farther and future regimes and social oppression.  

As said, though, the limitation was eliminated by all the States signing the Protocol of New 

York in 1967 and from that moment on we witness a complexification of the definition of 

refugees, because of the constantly increasing diversification of the causes of forced migration 

that proved the original definition of the Geneva Convention inadequate. Castles et al. explain 

that “as a result a number of categories and statuses have been developed in different EU 

countries for people moving in a variety of ‘refugee-like’ circumstances” (Castles et al., 2002: 

121). More precisely, way back in 1992 Danièle Joly identified five types of refugees in Europe 

according to their administrative condition: “ ‘convention refugees’, recognised on the basis of 

the 1951 Geneva Convention; ‘mandate refugees’, recognised by UNHCR but not by the host 

government; ‘humanitarian refugees’, granted the right to stay on humanitarian grounds which 

implies less rights than full refugee status or ‘convention status’; ‘de facto refugees’, refugees 

in practice, but not having sought refugee status for various reasons and ‘refugees in orbit’, who 

move between different European countries in search of a more permanent status” (Joly et al. 

in Castles et al., 2002: 121). If on one side the multiple nature of the current notion of refugee 

represents the chance for a wider number of people to hope to obtain a legal status of protection 



60 
 

in Europe, on the other side it has resulted in more and more temporary and precarious statuses 

together with more and more scrutinizing procedures driven by an overt and a priori suspicious 

concerning the truthfulness of asylum seekers’ histories and dangerous situations, which gives 

rise to frequent allegations of being “simple” economic migrants.  

Indeed, despite an interesting intellectual reflection questioning the contemporary legitimacy 

of refugees’ definitional criteria that seems to neglect the political responsibility of the 

contemporary “economic, social and political system in deeply transforming the structure of 

local and regional economies, exacerbating inequalities and, thus, encouraging migration” (El 

Mouhoub in Akoka, 2012: 45); the dichotomy between refugees and economic migrants is still 

widely at work today. Under this pretext in fact, national governments tell us about an invasion 

of bogus asylum seekers who take advantage of the democratic and liberal nature of European 

countries in order to enjoy the privileges of western economies and welfare, going as far as to 

advance the hypothesis of a system of “welfare migration”, according to which migrants “are 

inclined to choose countries with well-established welfare systems as their destination” (EUI, 

2017: 15). Hence, on these basis national States have been tightening the mesh of external 

borders, going as far as to prevent NGOs’ rescue boats from landing their shores and to 

conclude international agreements with countries on the brink of civil war, as it is the case for 

Libya. At the same time, setting the sight on the inside of their geographical borders, they seem 

to mobilise the same dichotomy for selecting migrants and resizing their responsibilities for 

reception and inclusion. In this sense, much scientific literature has been arguing that opposite 

processes of social labelling force asylum seekers to satisfy requirements of vulnerability and 

compliance or, on the contrary, of proactiveness and willingness in order to be recognized as 

acceptable individuals (Agier, 2005; Akoka, 2012; Akoka and Clochard, 2015; Catarci, 2014; 

Fassin, 2007; Gargiulo, 2018; Joppke, 2007; Kobelinsky, 2008; Malkki, 1996; Marchetti, 2011; 

Nyers, 2003; Ong, 2003; Pinelli, 2013; Signorini, 2013; Vacchiano, 2005; Zetter, 1991; 2007). 

The rhetoric of the “deserving poor” (Caponio, 2006: 170) thus prevails, and public reception 

policies and activities are organised on the premise that the Welfare State must take care only 

on those asylum seekers and refugees that show willingness to integrate into the national 

society, accepting the rules and conditions defined by others. On the other side, even if 

considered deserving enough to be taken care of, asylum seekers and refugees often experience 
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in public reception systems the anormalisation of their social life, which materializes into spatial 

and social technologies producing dynamics of exclusion from the wider society (Oesch, 2012). 

The enjoyment of a “normal life” could in fact “produce social integration and settlement”, 

which could in turn “hinder expulsion of asylum seekers if claims are rejected” (Bank, 2002: 

147).  

Still, it cannot be denied that asylum seekers and refugees enjoy in regulatory and legislative 

terms a wide range of social rights, often comparable to those of national citizens. The 

Convention of Geneva, and more in general most of European national constitutions, establish 

in fact the right to the equality of treatment between nationals and asylum seekers and refugees 

concerning social rights (CIAC, 2011). Though, despite official juridical assertions the issue of 

asylum seekers and refugees’ social rights represents a complicated issue because of “the 

difficulty in identifying an unequivocal, homogeneous and coherent frame within which to set 

it” (CIAC, 2011: 39). The latter seems to provoke in turn a basis of ambiguity and arbitrariness 

that produces the emergence of a concrete gap between the holding and the enforceability of 

rights, also due to the principle of “negative liberty” intrinsic to formal rights, according to 

which the latter are fundamentally understood as “prohibitions against such state action: if the 

State keeps its hands off, those rights are taken to have been secured” (Nussbaum, 2006: 286). 

Indeed, I will show in the next chapters that for asylum seekers and refugees in Italy to enforce 

their social right to welfare protection is not an easy thing. As an example, whenever 

bureaucratic-administrative hassles delay or impede their inscription to the National Health 

System, their social right to health care is emptied of its practical and concrete content, even if 

they still hold it on paper. In addition, “the employment-related basis of social insurance 

systems that predominate in some countries”, tells us Keith G. Banting, “does implicitly 

disadvantage immigrants with weak ties to the labour market” (Banting, 2000: 23), as it is the 

case for asylum seekers and refugees.  

In the light of the presented considerations regarding the transformation of European welfare 

states in the past years and the impact it has been having on the issue of the presence of asylum 

seekers and refugees both in terms of cultural and political attitude and of their chances of 

accessing welfare services, I find relevant to deepen the issue of the atomisation of the 
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regulative spheres, introducing thus a discussion about the concepts of subsidiarisation and 

governance and focusing in particular on how, and if, they enrich the comprehension of 

inclusion/exclusion processes at a urban local level.  

1.2.2. The subsidiarization of state powers and the concept of governance 

As it was briefly introduced during the previous paragraph, the functioning of European States 

and their capacity of governing their societies through a centralised power, providing a 

collective and uniform welfare, have underwent a deep process of transformation since the end 

of 1970s, due both to a phase of economic recession and to the arising importance of widespread 

dynamics of globalisation and internationalisation. “The crisis”, Ranci and Vanoli underline, 

“is contemporaneously fiscal (related to the balance between costs and benefits) and concerning 

legitimation (related to the adequacy of answers and results compared to the citizens’ needs and 

expectations)” (Ranci and Vanoli, 1994: 32). Indeed, the unavoidable modification of 

governmental structures deployed until then was triggered by the severe economic setback 

experienced throughout the continent, with “a rapid increase of inflation rates and 

unemployment, a drop in economic growth rates and the weakening of the regulative capacity 

of the nation state” (Kazepov, 2008: 249), as well as by a rapid and relevant transformation of 

the societal functioning in many different spheres and affecting people’s lives, needs and 

expectations. On this subject, Andreotti and Mingione speak about the growing manifestation 

of three interconnected processes: individualisation, “the bringing about and increasing of the 

freedom of individuals from traditional social belongings and their constraints”; “de-

standardisation and personalisation of risks”; and “fragmentation of personal biographies” 

(Andreotti and Mingione, 2013: 247-248). These processes, bringing with them “a qualitative 

modification of the relationships between the citizen and the State” (Cavaliere, 2007: 87), made 

things difficult for national public authorities, which showed to be unable of providing an 

adequate answer to the wide range of new and differentiated problems that “could hardly be 

summarised into general categories or addressed with the deployment of standardised 

interventions” (Ranci and Vanoli, 1994: 32).  

In this scenario new modes of governing have started to work their way into European societies, 

giving life to a dynamic of rescaling of state powers both upwards, to supra-national and 

international institutions such as the European Union, and downwards, to regional and 
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municipal entities. On the issue, Kazepov identifies two forms of rescaling, one implicit, 

through the change of “the relative weight of specific measures regulated at different territorial 

levels”, and the other explicit, through “reforms shifting regulatory power to other levels” 

(Kazepov, 2008: 250). The Italian sociologist also highlights that if the upwards dynamic 

concerns mostly the economic domain, with the creation of a European common market as a 

relevant example; competences concerning social policies are reallocated mostly at a sub-

national level, where regions and cities start to see their regulatory powers increased. All the 

different measures of reallocation of powers to the most adequate institution depending on the 

regulative domain can be grouped under the concept of “subsidiarisation”, in the simplified 

governmental sense that it has acquired in the passage from Catholic social doctrine to business 

economics and finally to the domain of institutional politics. The principle has in fact been 

officially established by the European Union as one of its modes of governing with the Treaty 

of Maastricht in 1992, filling the notion with a quite evident institutional meaning, as it 

describes the more or less formal recalibration of powers on different scales, but always among 

public institutions. In this sense, Bob Jessop speaks about a “De-Nationalisation of Statehood” 

(Jessop, 2013: 15) , to precisely specify that, despite an undeniable and important weakening, 

or rather transformation, of state powers, power keep being firmly stick to public forms of 

government, although at different levels.  

Nevertheless, this is just part of the story. In fact, the original meaning of the notion of 

subsidiarisation identified also social formations different from public institutions as adequate 

and necessary for the construction of “the common good”. From a governmental point of view, 

this coincides with a dynamic of “De-Statisation”, namely the entire or partial transfer of “some 

of the technical-economic, juridical, administrative, narrowly political, and ideological 

functions performed by states (on any scale) to parastatal, non-governmental, private or 

commercial actors” (Ibidem: 15). Though rooted in an historical societal functioning which 

dates back to at least the early 19th century, the institutional officialization since the 1980s of 

this complementary aspect of the subsidiarisation process has resulted in the reorganisation of 

the functioning of European societies in terms of formalisation of the coexistence of different 

entities providing social support to people in need. This enables my reflection to go back to its 

focus, setting the sight on the involvement of private non-institutional collective actors of civil 
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society in the identification and the management of social issues at a local level. Indeed, thanks 

to the growing acknowledgment of the importance of the role of non-governmental actors and 

their frequent formal involvement into national Welfare States, the latter have been 

transforming into “local welfare systems”, conceptualised as “dynamic arrangements in which 

the specific local socio-economic and cultural conditions give rise to different mixes of formal 

and informal actors, public or not, involved in the provision of welfare resources” (Andreotti 

and Mingione, 2013: 242). It is important, though, to underline that the existence and 

intervention of civil society’s collective actors concerning local populations’ social needs and 

claims isn’t anything new. Indeed, what we have been witnessing is more like a redefinition of 

their role and of their relationship with public institutions, a “renewed interest in something that 

never really disappeared” (Jessop, 1998: 32). Civil society has in fact always played a 

fundamental role, even in the framework of the hyper-institutionalised and centralised Welfare 

States of the Glorious Thirty, where the latter were charged of “protecting and securing the 

entire population, on a universalistic basis”, while the former was informally entrust of 

“providing “extra services” and experimenting innovative ones” (Ranci and Vanoli, 1994: 18). 

Admittedly, far from representing merely a marginal complement and/or support to national 

Welfare activities, the private organisations of civil society have historically anticipated the 

State, starting from religious institutions and private charities no less than during the 16th 

century, followed by the first mutual-aid associations born in the early 19th century, which 

progressively underwent a process of “functional differentiation” (Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 

271) giving birth to co-operatives, trade unions and many other specialised organisations 

(Busso and De Luigi, 2019). Hence, we see that “the welfare state did not just appear out of 

nowhere” (Ibidem: 265). On the contrary, it “took up many essential elements of the previous 

forms of social protection” (Ibidem) and, far from bringing about their disappearance, it just 

entailed a modification of their forms and functions as well as of their relationship with the 

other actors of the new “welfare mix”.  

What the mentioned recalibration of civil society’s role thus involves? How is it consistent with 

and contribute to the redefinition of the actors, the relations and the dynamics of welfare 

provision starting from the 1980s? For finding an answer to these questions, it is necessary to 

introduce a concept, that of governance, which has been acquiring more and more success both 
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concerning the political debate and strategies and scientific discourses. The latter, institutionally 

defined by the “Commission on Global Governance” in 1995, needs though to be combed 

through in order to identify its potentialities and risks from an analytical point of view, and 

how, and if, it could help in the understanding of the local construction of welfare and inclusion, 

in particular concerning asylum seekers and refugees. 

1.2.2.1 Consensus, self-regulation and conflict in the concept of governance 

The definition provided by the Commission on Global Governance states that: 

 “Governance is the sum of the many ways in which individuals and institutions, public 

and private, manage their common affairs. It is a continuing process through which 

conflicting or diverse interests may be accommodated and co-operative action taken. It 

includes formal institutions and regimes empowered to enforce compliance, as well as 

informal arrangements that people and institutions either have agreed to or perceive to 

be in their interest” (Commission on Global Governance, 1995: 4).  

Although evidently institutional, this definition still provides some interesting elements from 

which to start analysing the potentialities and risks of the notion, despite the fact that “there are 

almost as many ideas of governance as there are researchers in the field” (Bjork and Johansson 

in Hufty, 2007: 14). Indeed, the concept has been gaining some substantial success both within 

the institutional communication of politics and strategies at very different levels, favoured, as 

we have seen, by the loss of “legitimacy of decisions coming from the classical systems of 

political representation, more and more difficult to be implemented in a context of 

‘controversial universes’ (Godard, 1998)” (Froger, 2007: 33); and within the academic and 

scientific domain. In this case, the success of the notion appears to be encouraged by “the need 

for a renewal of the conceptual tools to be used in a complex world” (Pallottino, 2007: 53), in 

front of which also the classical dichotomies informing social sciences have experienced a sort 

of crisis, “due to dissatisfaction with their capacity to describe and explain the ‘real world’” 

(Jessop, 1998: 31). Jessop tells in fact, by quoting Fritz W. Scharpf, that: 

“Beyond the limits of the pure market, hierarchical state, and domination-free 

discourses, there are more - and more effective - coordination mechanisms than science 
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has not hitherto grasped empirically and conceptualized theoretically” (Scharpf in Jessop, 

1998: 31). 

We are thus in front of a loose concept, which provides however general guidance for the 

analysis and the understanding of the mechanisms of co-existence and regulation among 

different actors intervening on a same social issue as it broadly refers to “innovative structures 

opening the fields of policy to vertical and horizontal networks of civic associations while 

employing deliberation and iterative dialogue to achieve consensus” (Gaynor, 2011: 498). From 

this point of view, the definition of the “Commission on global governance” can be de-

structured into different key elements that enable a better comprehension of the notion: there is 

governance when a variety of actors, being them public or private, get in relation with each 

other on a same issue in order to find a shared horizon of meaning through formal or informal 

arrangements. The challenge of studying the governance of certain issues, asylum seekers and 

refugees’ reception and inclusion in the case of this research work, is thus that of identifying 

the actors implied and trying to understand how, and if, they interact, what for, and through 

which tools. The element of the relationship between different actors is fundamental here as it 

represents the basis on which the abovementioned shared horizon of meaning and action can be 

built. What matters is not so much the distinct typologies of actors per se, even though their 

differences constitute the starting point for negotiation, but rather “the way in which interaction 

mechanisms are determined and a necessary level of homogeneity and coherence is achieved” 

(Pallottino, 2007: 60). “A minimal comprehension among actors about the models for the 

development and social change of society”, Pallottino adds, “is the precondition for 

governance” (Ibidem: 56). On top of this, however, the Italian socio-economist highlights also 

the importance for the process of governance that actors’ autonomy vis-à-vis one another keeps 

intact. The latter is particularly relevant when focusing on civil society and how it is implied in 

the processes of local governance as one of its mainstreamed characteristics is precisely its 

autonomy, its being something apart from public institutions and/or the market. Indeed, some 

of the main questions arising from the subject is: is it desirable that civil society organisations 

are involved into governance dynamics, that they thus negotiate a “shared horizon of meaning” 

with governmental institutions, risking in turn to step down from their role as “a civic 

associational space critical of and separate from both market and state” (Gaynor, 2011: 502)? 



67 
 

On the other way around, is it meaningful to stick rigidly to the advocacy of the latter in the 

framework of a growing for-profit privatisation of social assistance and of the manifest 

difficulty of public authorities and entities to ensure basic welfare and social justice for 

everyone? The answer to these questions is not trivial and represents one of the main points of 

this research work. In this regard, I have found particularly inspiring the way in which Luca 

Baccaro has framed it:  

“It is highly likely that modern democracies need both a civil society of the Habermasian 

kind, which controls from outside the formal structures of government specialized in the 

resolution of practical problems, and a civil society of the associational democratic kind, 

which participates directly in problem-solving. What we need to understand at this 

point—and the question is not just theoretical but eminently empirical—is whether such 

duplicity of functions is sustainable: whether the transition of civil society associations 

from the ‘lifeworld’ to the ‘system’ of an enlarged bureaucracy (Habermas, 1987) does 

not deteriorate their capacity for critique and articulation of value-based alternatives” 

(Baccaro, 2006: 204). 

Undoubtedly, the issue of the autonomy of civil society is not so linear and it needs to be 

problematised by putting to critique its representation as “something uncontaminated by those 

impulses that characterize other domains of human interaction (...), a ‘third sphere’ emancipated 

or abstracted from the ethos that permeates the economy and the political sphere” (Chandhoke, 

2001: 7-8). I will dedicate some space to this issue in the following sub-paragraph. Nonetheless, 

it can still be said that civil society represents “the space for associational life, different from 

the state and the economy” (ibidem: 5) and, thus, requires a certain degree of independence 

from them. What is particularly interesting though is that in the case of governance, autonomy 

is requested not only between actors belonging to different spheres (governmental, economic, 

social), but also among actors of civil society itself. It seems thus that governance could be 

taken as “the framework for analysing non-hierarchical coordination systems” (Hufty, 2007: 

19) at large, including or not public institutions. Indeed, beyond the definition of Gary Marks, 

one of the first scholars to take an interest in the shift of state-powers towards different levels 

during the 1990s, which remains mainly focused on public institutional subjects, alternative 
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conceptualisations have been proposed. Among them, the idea of “new modes of governance” 

has been foreseen and discussed, giving account for “less hierarchical and more network-like 

structures” (Conzelmann, 2008: 1).  

On the subject, Bob Jessop argues that the governance perspective and its logics, although 

“blurring the division between public and private, strengthens the informal sector as well as 

private enterprise and reinforces mechanisms such as 'regulated self-regulation'” (Jessop, 2013: 

16). In this sense, the British political scientist speaks about the arising importance of 

“heterarchic modes of coordination”, opposed to hierarchical (State) or anarchic (market) ones, 

because of a normal “cyclical response to past state failures, especially those linked to attempts 

to manage the emerging crisis of Atlantic Fordism from the mid-1970s and, more recently, 

market failure” (Ibidem: 14). Despite their different levels of complexity and risks of failure, 

the different forms of heterarchic governance theorised by Jessop, namely interpersonal 

networking, self-organization of inter-organizational relations and mission-oriented inter-

systemic steering, are often deeply linked: indeed, “interpersonal trust can facilitate inter-

organizational negotiation; inter-organizational dialogue facilitates inter-systemic 

communication; and the resulting noise reduction can promote interpersonal trust by enhancing 

mutual understanding and by stabilizing expectations” (Jessop, 1998: 33). On top of this system 

of self-regulated knock-on effects, it shall be added, according to Jessop, a complementary 

element of mutual dependence between actors. He argues therefore that “whilst their respective 

operational autonomies exclude primary reliance on a single hierarchy as a mode of 

coordination, their interdependence males them ill-suited to simple co-evolution based on the 

‘invisible hand’ of mutual adaptation” (Ibidem: 29). In this sense, a deliberative phase 

concerning the “shared horizon of meaning” seems to be needed as it is precisely “by 

deliberating, that actors discover their interdependence and find efficient ways to accommodate 

their mutual interests” (Baccaro, 2006: 199). To the notion of deliberation, Baccaro adds that 

of “integrative bargaining”, and the cumulation of the two concepts seems to me particularly 

appropriate for the analysis that I will present. For the sake of clarity, if in the case of 

deliberation actors find an agreement “for the same reason”, and thus its outcome is unanimity 

and agreement, integrative bargaining “thrives on uncovering differences among the parties and 

exploiting these differences to create joint value. In integrative bargaining, there is no attempt 



69 
 

by the parties at cancelling their differences (including differences of interest), but an effort to 

understand them for the purposes of exploring mutually beneficial options” (Ibidem: 201). The 

applied implications of the link between these two notions for my analysis will emerge in the 

conclusive reflections about the relationship among the observed civil society actors.  

To continue, from the point of view of “new modes of governance”, thus, collective social 

issues in contemporary societies are locally defined, managed and regulated by a plural and 

diversified range of mutually-dependent actors belonging to different spheres of the social 

world, which interact with one another through mechanisms of self-regulation, while retaining 

their own autonomy. In this scenario, the State is far from being disappeared, but its social 

anchorage is redefined: “the State must now be considered as part of a network of agents” 

(Bottazzi, 2007: 72). Within this network, its major role would be that of providing “the 

institutional ensemble charged with ensuring some coherence among all subsystems, the source 

of a regulatory order in and through which they can pursue their aims” (Jessop, 1998: 42). The 

emergence of governance dynamics still requires in fact a formal and institutional framework 

of coordination, as “the plurality of actors needs a certain flexibility, but only the presence of 

formal rules enables the obtention of an appropriate level of coherence” (Pallottino, 2007: 58). 

Beyond widespread institutional and technocratic scientific conceptions of governance, the 

picture outlined by scholars mobilising it in terms of “new modes of governance” of social 

issues seems in my view to echo the habermasian theorisation about communicative action, 

through which two or more speaking subjects commit themselves in an interaction with the 

purpose of “reaching an understanding” (Habermas, 1981: 286). According to Habermas, in 

fact, by negotiating their different points of departure, actors would act for finding an agreement 

about definitions of the situation and rules of behaviour, which would be then internalized by 

all the participants becoming an intersubjective order, provided that the agreement among 

subjects is reached without the use of force or influence. Habermas’ idea of the public sphere, 

a complex of “voluntary associations outside the sphere of the state and the economy” 

(Habermas in Flyvbjerg, 1998:210) with the task of discussing and revealing the most important 

collective social issues, is also particularly suited for the notion of governance. Indeed, this 

public sphere would function, according to Habermas, as the basis of a grassroots knowledge 
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available to policymakers in order to produce legal norms according to it. The informal public 

sphere and legal institutions would thus stand in an open dialogical relation, the first functioning 

as a “context of discovery” (Flynn, 2004: 440) of problems, the second as a “transformer” 

(Ibidem: 439) of such democratic impulses into legal codes. However, in both cases - that of 

the habermasian democracy and the one of governance - the idea of a harmonious society based 

on a dialogical intersubjective rationality is suggested, neglecting though the complexity of 

social interaction. As evocative as it may seem, the idea of a varied plurality of actors capable 

of rationally reaching agreement on a shared horizon of meaning and on the division of roles 

through horizontality and equity does not take into consideration at all the wide variety of social 

conditions, cultural patterns, economic possibilities and individual personalities that meet and 

intervene on the social arena, nor the continuous and overwhelming work of power relations 

among actors. Indeed, as early as the 1920s, Weber already argued that “every sphere of social 

action is profoundly influenced by structures of dominancy, which are decisive in determining 

the form of social action and its orientation toward a goal” (Weber, 1922: 941). 

Hence, on these lines, it seems fundamental to include the dimensions of conflict and power 

within a reflection about local governance. This stands particularly true regarding asylum 

seekers and refugees’ reception and processes of inclusion, as it represents an issue capable of 

deeply dividing actors’ positioning and actions in terms of identity and primary values. In order 

to actually and completely understand the mechanisms of regulation and management of social 

issues at work in local contexts characterised by complexity and plurality, it is thus necessary 

to dive deep into the relations among the actors implied, one way or the other, in contemporary 

“governance”, investigating those between public institutions and non-governmental subjects 

as well as among the latter themselves. On top of this, it is equally important to question the 

relations that build each collective actor from the inside, contributing in defining its identity 

and action, as well as the kind of relationships that those same actors form with the individuals 

whose social claims they try to give an answer to. Finally, as mentioned, the studying of this 

profoundly relational nature of social regulation is inseparable from a reflection on power, 

whose consideration enables us to avoid a normative and pacified view of social interaction and 

to remember that “the public decision-making, the relationships between the multiple actors as 

well as the participation or exclusion of some of them are the result of power relations” 
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(Cavaliere, 2007: 91). I don’t mean here to provide a deepening of the notion of power, which 

would exceed the objective of this doctoral thesis, but to assess the urge for colouring the notion 

of governance with asymmetrical, hierarchical and conflictual nuances.  

On the basis of the theoretical considerations just exposed, the next paragraph will provide an 

brief overview about the way in which the concept of governance has been applied by scholars 

to the specific domain of migrations and asylum in Europe and about the intervention of civil 

society in the specific domain of asylum seekers and refugees’ reception and integration at a 

local level.  

1.2.3  Local governance of asylum? The civil swing between integration and autonomy 

The concept of governance has entered migration studies since the 2000s framed as “Multi-

Level” governance and along with the concept of “Venue Shopping”. While both describe the 

devolution of State powers to super or sub-national institutions, the two concepts differ in 

particular in terms of which kind of policies they are used for. Indeed, while the notion of 

“venue shopping” has been used for accounting for strategical uses of the mentioned devolution 

to pursue national policy goals against and regardless of constraining national legislations and 

mainly in the domain of migrations control (Ambrosini and Campomori, 2020; Givens and 

Luedtke, 2003), the concept of Multi-Level governance has been applied to the migratory 

phenomenon to account for policies and processes of integration. As I mentioned before, 

policies and processes are not the same thing and, consequently, they involve different 

functioning and actors. When we speak of integration policies, we refer to the production and 

implementation of formal legislation. The latter, while being generally characterised by a 

centralised governmental approach, has certainly underwent a process of subsidiarisation 

towards smaller public authorities, such as regions and cities, whose “creative power in 

matching migration policies with economic and social needs” (Caponio and Borkert, 2010: 9) 

has strongly been emphasised both scientifically and within the political and public debate. 

Indeed, the important role that local authorities play for the governance of migrations 

concerning immigrant policies, i.e. policies concerned with the integration of migrants rather 

than with the regulation of flows (Grandi and Tanzi, 2007), has acquired formal international 

recognition in Europe. Such recognition has materialised in the organization in 2006 of the 



72 
 

conference “Integrating Cities: European Policies, Local Practices”, realised in cooperation 

with the European Commission and followed by the elaboration of a position paper on the part 

of the Migration Policy Group, “stating the fundamental thesis that ‘integration is essentially a 

local process’” (Caponio and Borkert, 2010). It is easily remarkable that the Migration Policy 

Group speaks about “integration processes” rather than “integration policies”. As mentioned in 

the first paragraph, the former go much beyond formal policies and refer to the complex daily 

carrying on of social practices having “a component of routine, informality and even 

unawareness” (Ambrosini, 2016a: 93). The recognised matching between the local dimension 

of multi-level governance and integration processes makes thus sense as “it is at the local level 

that migrants meet others, find a job, have children, it is at this level that negative as well as 

positive aspects of diversity are experienced most concretely” (Scholten and Penninx, 2016: 

98). Indeed, while national migration policies are usually strongly centralised as they are 

“closely connected to core state functions” (Zapata-Barrero and Barker in Hepburn and Zapata-

Barrero, 2014: 31), it is sometimes forgotten that their theoretical and normative content 

translates directly and concretely on specific territories producing much broad societal impacts, 

given that migrants are not abstract entities, but real bodies and subjectivities with more or less 

specific needs and projects overlapping with “‘ordinary’ sub-state policies “affecting regional 

demographic growth, the labour market, economic development, and the delivery of public 

services (such as schooling, health and social care, and housing)” (Hepburn and Zapata-Barrero, 

2014: 4). 

Concerning the relevance of the local dimension of governance for integration processes, 

literature has referred particularly to cities that “as transit hubs, points of arrival and ultimate 

destinations of new migrants, are key arenas where solutions need to be found for new types of 

regulatory problems that manifest on the ground” (Mayer, 2017: 3). Indeed, the fact of having 

to deal with real people on real territories is considered a reason why cities’ authorities often 

act pragmatically driven by the need of “maintaining public order in their jurisdictions, which 

leads them to provide some, at least temporary, partial or improvised form of membership based 

on human rights” (Ibidem). In this sense and referring mainly to asylum policies and processes, 

Barbara Oomen, sociologist and project leader of an interesting research program about “Cities 

of Refuge”, has argued with other scholars that “there are instances in which local authorities 
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directly engage with international human rights obligations, irrespective of their formal rights 

and responsibilities in this field within the national context” (Oomen and Baumgartel, 2018: 

616) on the basis that “it may be that states grant asylum, but it is cities that provide shelter” 

(Ada Colau in Eurocities, 2016: 7). Indeed, the conception of cities as “the site through which 

social relations are produced, reproduced and transformed” (Isin, 2008: 266) has a long and 

important tradition, dating back to Aristotle who, according to Engin Isin, considered the city 

“the site of the social insofar as it enables the social formation of citizens as rights-claimants” 

(Ibidem). Still today, there is wide agreement about the conception of urbanity as “the main 

expression of negotiations and social transitions among actors with unequal possibilities” 

(Lainati in Grandi and Tanzi, 2007: 109), influencing importantly the domain of migration 

studies according to which “cities are at the forefront of organising refuge for those who make 

it into the safety of Europe and, at the same time, constitute the arenas where new relationships 

between the relevant players from the public, private and complex, ambiguous civil society 

sectors are fought out” (Mayer, 2017: 14). Indeed, the mentioned Oomen underlines that the 

“Local turn” characterising migration studies “is driven partly by the decentralisation and 

devolution of authority and partly by the concrete demands posited by diverse and even 

‘superdiverse’ urban communities” (Oomen, Baumgartel and Durmus, 2018: 1). In this sense, 

the second aspect of the scientific interest in the local dimension of migrants’ integration allows 

to not fall into a hyper-structuralist conception of it considering exclusively public institutions 

and integration policies, but to look rather at urbanity as a continuous intersection of different 

actors and social phenomenon that intermingle and form and transform the city. On these lines, 

Michel Agier’s proposal about studying cities in terms of “doing city”, i.e. the way in which 

the city is produced and transformed by social relations (Agier, 2015), can be translated to 

integration processes that, in this sense, should be investigated according to ‘the way in which 

they are produced and transformed by social relations within the city’. This allows as well to 

take some distance from an institutional and technocratic interpretation of contemporary 

migration governance and to account for its horizontal dimension critically and thoroughly. 

Indeed, while reference to the important role of non-state actors, in particular civil society 

actors, is usually made by most of the literature about the local governance of migrations, the 

latter usually approaches the issue from a strict institutional and overtly optimistic conception 
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of it, investigating which are the non-state actors involved in decision-making processes and in 

the definition of policies, but only rarely wandering about “the ambiguity of this participation 

and about the risks for the democratic nature of the system” (Busso and Gargiulo, 2016: 119). 

Furthermore and more widely, most of the scientific production concerning the mechanisms of 

the local governance of welfare provision does not take into consideration and account for the 

selectiveness of governance dynamics, ending up “focusing only on a specific category of 

heterogeneous actors belonging to civil society, those characterised by a high level of formality 

in terms of legal registration, involved in partnerships with local governments and other 

agencies and dependent to various degrees on external and public funds” (Busso and De Luigi, 

2019: 262). The latter results in turn in a confusing overlapping and/or replacement of the term 

of civil society with those of “third sector, non-profit sector and social economy” (Ibidem). In 

this regard, some scholars have relevantly underlined that such analysis almost completely fail 

to account for the dimensions of conflict and power, that, as I have shown before, cannot be 

excluded because “while governance presupposes coordination and congruence among levels, 

the intervention of many non-state actors produce also conflictual processes” (Ambrosini and 

Campomori, 2020).  

Now, should it be argued that wherever conflict is present, there is no governance? Similarly, 

should it be argued that there is no governance if there is no direct and explicit involvement of 

non-state actors in decision-making? The above-mentioned theorisations about “new modes of 

governance” allow in my view to account for situations in which civil society actors are actively 

involved in migrants’ integration processes without being formally co-opted by the institutional 

system of management, while still having the chance of influencing policies and public spheres. 

In this sense, it is worth trying to imagine that migration local governance may look more like 

a “battleground” than a negotiated order between interdependent actors, a “playing field” 

(Lahav and Guiraudon, 2006: 9) where many different actors interplay for their own ends, 

whatever they are, including migrants themselves and subjects driven by anti-immigrants 

ideals. That said, the notion of governance, in particularly framed as “new modes of 

governance”, remains particularly interesting for understanding the processes of reception and 

inclusion of asylum seekers and refugees beyond their institutional regulation. In fact, it seems 

to me that, despite its apparent difficulty in shedding light on the conflictual dimension of social 
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interaction, the elements of informality and self-regulation that this concept provides make it 

possible to keep together in the same picture both public institutions and those subjects that, 

precisely because of their loose structure, are not often taken into consideration as active in the 

provision and transformation of welfare, reception and integration chances. 

In fact, an incredibly wide range of civil society actors involved the field of migrations at a 

local level can be identified, which “do not only include NGOs but also social movements, 

religious institutions, and trade unions” (Ambrosini and Van Der Leun, 2015: 104). Even 

further and beyond these three categories of actors, we can list voluntary associations of the 

civil society, more and more engaged in services like literacy schools or multi-cultural events; 

social cooperatives and enterprises that, particularly in Southern Europe, “use market 

mechanisms to serve social purposes” (Salamon and Sokolowsky, 2016: 19) and are often 

involved into institutional systems of reception; and spontaneous initiatives of private citizens 

that, collectively or individually, act for contributing to migrants’ inclusion, usually driven by 

“a general sense of responsibility towards the collectivity they live in” (Licursi, 2010: 45) or as 

a reaction to arising xenophobic discourses and practices, as it is the case for Italy. Despite the 

richness and utility of this last kind of actors, I have nonetheless decided to focus on collective 

and organised subjects of civil society, which have longer term logics and functioning processes 

allowing to better understand their positioning and impacts within the asylum local governance 

urban scenario. Indeed, civil society organisations have often been playing a role of 

counterbalance in relation with States action concerning integration and inclusion of foreigners, 

as argued by Katherine Kappa regarding asylum seekers, who highlights that “EU governments 

have overlooked the social aspect of social integration. Due to this, different civil society 

organisations have stepped in. EU member-states have therefore come to rely on civil society 

organisations to facilitate the adjustment period for asylum seekers” (Kappa, 2018: 1). Actually, 

Ferruccio Pastore asserted that “in the diffused reaction of territories to the absence of a national 

politics, first are Third Sector and voluntary organisations, afterwards local entities, as Regions 

and municipalities” (Pastore in Grandi and Tanzi, 2007: 63), as additional evidence of the 

extreme vitality and responsiveness of civil society in providing a receptive and inclusive local 

structure to migrants even before public institutions. The latter can be done both through the 

collaboration and support to the local government and in the shape of “a substitution for an 
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institutional vacuum keeping a style of separation between the two subjects” (Campomori, 

2008: 175), thus showing the possibility for civil society for both integrating institutional 

governance dynamics or keeping itself outside trying to fulfil the counter-hegemonic role that, 

according to a Gramscian view of it and as I will show in a moment, is its proper.  

In any case, both styles of intervention can be carried out by very different civil society actors. 

Concerning asylum seekers and refugees’ reception and integration processes, civil society 

collective organisations can be grouped under four types of associationism, which mirror James 

Douglas’s more general classification of Non-profit organisations: strictly charitable 

organisations, pressure groups and mutual-aid organisations. The latter translates into ethnic 

associationism when it comes to migration studies. To this is added a fourth type of 

organisation, that according to Maurizio Ambrosini carries on an “entrepreneurial 

associationism”, “providing promotional services such as the spread of information, 

intermediation concerning access to employment or housing, bureaucratic and legal counselling 

or literacy courses” (Ambrosini in Campomori, 2008: 82). 

Because of the high degree of diversification among civil society organisations, their actions 

towards asylum seekers and refugees can also consistently diverge. The just mentioned 

Maurizio Ambrosini accounts for this diversity schematising it into four categories, which he 

defines “the four Ps”: “Protest, Promotion of networks, Provision of advocacy and Production 

of services” (Ambrosini, 2013: 320-321). Of course, both regarding the types of actors and their 

activities, we are dealing with scientific ideal types that generally merge when it comes to 

reality. In any case, supported by his empirical analysis, the Italian sociologist together with 

Joanne Van der Leun argue that “besides many differences, basic service-orientation appears 

to be more central to most NGOs in the field of migration than political advocacy” (Ambrosini 

and Van der Leun, 2015: 111) and other interventions. This very observation returns to us a 

quite pacified image of civil society engagement with migrants at the local level that well fit 

the notion of institutional local governance as described previously. In fact, the same Ambrosini 

and Van der Leun quote Castañeda underlining that civil society organisations “can even be 

viewed as functional to the system, as co-opted in “hegemonic neoliberalism, despite their 

façade of opposition”” (Castañeda in Ambrosini and Van der Leun, 2015: 111). Indeed, the idea 
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of civil society’s important component of democratisation and participation separated from and 

opposed to the State clashes with the mainstream and institutional concept of governance whose 

organisation, on the contrary, is propped up on the aligned contribution of civil society 

organisations to whom externalising the delivery of services. In this sense, Acar Kutay 

accurately points out that “the normative view of civil society as associational and autonomous 

is at least limited under governance settings” (Kutay, 2015: 26) and that a social organisation 

based on an institutionally framed governance risks to lead to the “de-politization of civic 

activism and to the stigmatisation of social conflict (...) by directing (or re-moralising) the 

interests of CSOs (Civil Society’s Organisations) towards the norms and values of 

neoliberalism” (Ibidem: 26-27). Those same governance dynamics that are so unanimously 

prompt by public institutions and quite acritically studied by many scholars may thus represent 

an “important political instrument in expanding and consolidating a Gramscian integral state” 

(Gaynor, 2011: 501) whose result is the vanishment of “the social and political transformative 

potential of CSAs” and its replacement by “neutral and "sterilizing" representations” 

advocating for “the crucial nature of their economic role in providing social care and services” 

(Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 262-263).  

Despite the absolute need for such analysis and reflections that have the merit of breaking up 

with a far too rosy narrative about governance structures and dynamics, I consider that they are 

likely in their turn to fall in an excessive generalisation of civil society collective actors and of 

their relations with public and economic institutions. Indeed, it is always worth remembering 

that civil society represents a nebulous concept within which many different actors and social 

realities co-exist. Indeed, concerning in particular migrations issues, Mayer underlines that   

“‘Civil society’ has been frequently evoked as the civic ‘glue’ that might compensate 

for a shrinking public sector. However, ‘civil society’ remains a complex category 

encompassing all activity outside the realm of the state and the private market. (…) 

Within the new volunteerism, dispositions range from altruism-based charity to left-

radical ambitions of No border! activists. The field of activism in support of, and in 

solidarity with, refugees is thus extremely heterogeneous, and its relations with more 
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established, formally organized parts of civil society as well as with local government 

are sometimes fraught with tensions” (Mayer, 2017: 5-6). 

This is extremely important to be reminded, because it allows to start from the perspective that 

within the complex scenario of asylum seekers and refugees’ local reception and integration 

processes, which binds the two equally fuzzy concepts of governance and civil society, the 

possibility for the latter to provide services without necessarily lending itself to a peaceful and 

inoffensive collaboration with local authorities still stands. In this sense, concepts like “welfare 

from below” (Belloni, 2016) or “direct social actions” return to those services a political and 

conflictual nuance, valuing as imperative conditions for their organisation the existence of 

“freely established relationships of cooperation and solidarity” (Bosi and Zamponi, 2015: 377) 

and “non-mediated impact on their object”, basing them on the idea of “a self-changing society” 

(Bosi and Zamponi, 2015: 377/374/371). Indeed, the new phase of economic and social crisis 

started in 2008 has fuelled the renewal of “earlier mutual-aid practices combining the 

development of solidarity practices with a strong political transformative attitude” (Busso and 

De Luigi, 2019: 263) and allowed the (re)emergence or awakening of actors trying to merge 

political antagonism and service provision, representing the latter as “a claim for a different 

welfare system” (Ibidem: 285).  

Taking as a starting point for investigation four different collective actors of the civil society, I 

have thus asked to myself: can actually the concept of governance be applied to the action of 

civil society organisations concerning asylum seekers and refugees’ local reception and 

integration processes? How? Should the studied subjects be defined as compliant actors of the 

governance of asylum seekers and refugees’ reception or are they rather “foci of resistance” 

(Cavaliere, 2007: 100) affirming an alternative idea of inclusion? How do they get in relation 

with one another? Are there formal or informal dynamics of collaboration and coordination? 

What do they lead to?  

In the next chapter, I will detail further the characteristics of the local case study and the civil 

society organisations that I chose for the empirical phase of the research, as well as the 

methodological issues implied. Nevertheless, a conceptual deepening of the notion of civil 
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society is here needed before to move forward, as it represents the protagonist of both this 

doctoral thesis and the concept of governance.  

1.2.3.1 Civil society: trying to find the compass into a conceptual confusion 

Thanks to the previous paragraphs, it should now be clear that the mobilisation of the concept 

of governance for describing contemporary modes of decentralisation of public administration 

through the delegation of institutional responsibilities concerning the provision of services and 

redistribution of resources to private local entities immediately brings the notion of civil society 

up. Indeed, whether we talk about the first conceptualisations of governance, which emphasise 

the irreplaceable role of public institutional subjects, or about the mentioned “new modes of 

governance”, giving primacy to the private sector and to informal mechanisms of self-

regulation, civil society is anyway involved. Precisely for this, a deepening of the concept is 

here due. Indeed, we are in front of a highly controversial and loose notion, which has ancient 

historical roots and has been approached and mobilised by important scholars on various 

domains.  

The first interesting thing to remark about the concept of civil society is that originally it almost 

overlapped to the one of State. Through an historical reconstruction of the career of the concept, 

Krishan Kumar explains that 

“Up to the end of the eighteenth century, the term 'civil society' was synonymous with 

the state or 'political society'. 'Civil society' was a more or less direct translation of 

Cicero's societas civilis and Aristotle's koinonia politike. Locke could speak of 'civil 

government' along with, and as an alternative term for, 'civil or political society'”  

(Kumar, 1993: 376).  

In this perspective, the idea of civil society represented a system of “civilised” regulation of the 

relationships and interactions among people “according to a system of laws” (Ibidem: 377). 

Actually, it is specularly significant to note that the original content of the concept began to 

evolve and to detach from its “institutional” meaning precisely in opposition to the State. 

Indeed, with the rise of the Enlightenment thinking in the second half of the 18th century, civil 

society has started to be imagined as a social sphere charged to subvert the totalitarian 

despotism of the “Absolute State”. In this sense, it has been filled with liberal nuances as it was 
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sustained by the strive for “individual freedom guaranteed by civil rights and the rule of law” 

(Chandoke: 2001: 2). Kumar adds to it a relevant reference to the epic revolutions of the 

economic systems of Western societies at work in that period, analysing the way in which Marx 

approached the concept. In the words of the British sociologist, Marx argued in fact that “the 

discovery of this sphere (civil society), and the recognition of its central importance in history, 

could only come about at a particular stage in the development of the productive forces: the 

stage at which the bourgeoisie could establish an economy in principle and to a good extent in 

practice distinct from the state and all other regulatory bodies” (Kumar, 1993: 377).  

Both the idea of civil society as a social sphere aiming at subverting State authority and its 

bourgeois sense have largely endured the passage to the following centuries and continued to 

characterise the concept when it came back in the spotlight with the triggering of the crisis of 

Socialism in Europe. During the 1970s and 1980s in fact, “East European intellectuals, political 

activists, and trade union leaders mounted a sustained challenge to the power of ‘Stalinist’ states 

by invoking the concept of civil society” (Chandoke, 2001: 2). Their project of liberation of the 

people through the strengthening and mobilisation of a social sphere free from and opposed to 

the State mainly claimed for property rights in addition to civil and political ones, free market 

and representative democracy. In this sense, thus, “political passions to the cause of social and 

political transformation, were to be yoked to the liberal democratic project (…), practically re-

enacting the bourgeois revolution” (Ibidem: 2,3).  

Once returned to the fore, the concept of civil society has rapidly been re-appropriated by 

Western European scholars as well, whose use of the notion, though, differed by force of 

historical circumstances from the one claimed by East European intellectuals. In this case, it 

came to occupy mainly the empty conceptual space for accounting for an increasing distance 

between representative political systems and social realities in western democracies. Indeed, 

the already mentioned complexification and diversification of social realities in terms of ethnic 

composition, social formations and needs exacerbated the crisis national States had already 

fallen in because of the inability of their structures “to keep pace with the growing demands of 

the larger society (…) and to predict and to control a rapidly developing social situation” 
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(Ferrarotti, 1984: 4). “State and society”, Ferrarotti continues, “confront each other as if they 

were alien and estranged from one another” (Ibidem). 

In light of the mentioned evolution paths, scholars of civil society have thus been claiming two 

different versions of the “civil society argument”. While widely agreeing on the identification 

of civil society as “the space of uncoerced human association and also the set of relational 

networks that fill their space” (Walzer in Young, 200: 157), providing individuals with the 

social capital needed to develop “a sense of social solidarity and civic participation” (Kumar, 

1993: 380), they occupy opposite scientific positioning concerning its role vis-à-vis State 

institutions. Indeed, while one school of thought insists on “the ability of associational life to 

foster patterns of civility in the actions of citizens in a democratic polity, thus postulating the 

positive effects of association for governance”, the other stream of research conceptualizes civil 

society as “a sphere of action capable of energizing resistance” and emphasizes “the importance 

of civil association as an organized counterweight to the State” (Foley and Edwards, 1996: 39). 

Despite of this conceptual bifurcation, though, the two arguments share more than it may seem. 

Their most important convergence is represented by the claim for civil society’s autonomy 

towards the State and the market. Actually, even if the latter has for some time been thought as 

part of civil society itself, especially under the influence of Marx, the current tendency is “to 

stress the specifically non-economic dimension of civil society, and to concentrate instead on 

civic, cultural, educational, religious and other organizations not directly related to the system 

of production” (Kumar, 1993: 383). Hence, according to both arguments civil society is, or 

must be, autonomous from the State and the market in order to accomplish its role of defining 

a “'third way' between 'the atomization of competitive market society', on the one side, and 'a 

state dominated existence', on the other” (Ibidem: 380). And though, this convergence 

represents one of the main targets of those scholars that have been trying to deconstruct such 

quite acritical and consensual conceptions of civil society. Neera Chandoke writes:  

“Howsoever attractive and seductive, the idea of civil society is deeply problematic. For 

it brings up not only the problem of boundary maintenance between spheres, it also 

throws up the additional problem of how overlapping boundaries can possibly contain 

separate and discrete logics” (Chandoke, 2001: 6). 
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Indeed, the idea of separate spheres of collective action completely impervious to one another 

is quite difficult to imagine and I rather share the idea of an intertwining of spheres, which 

mutually influence each other. In this sense, it seems to me that in her book “Inclusion and 

Democracy”, Iris Marion Young has provided an interesting attempt of balancing between the 

dogma of an absolute autonomy of civil society and opposing arguments about the inevitable 

domination of state and market powers over it. Young agrees with the idea that civil society 

should be considered as a separate sphere from the State and the market. Nevertheless, she 

argues that it does not mean to represent it as a social entity completely independent from them, 

but to correctly identify its specificities in terms of ways of co-ordinating actions and kinds of 

activity (Young, 2000). She explains in fact that while the State and the market co-ordinate 

actions respectively by means of authorised power and money, civil society does it through 

communicative interaction. Likewise, she differentiates in details the kinds of activity 

pertaining to each sphere, stating that while State action is characterised by “formal and legal 

regulation backed by legitimate coercive apparatus of enforcement” and capitalist economy by 

“market-oriented activity concerned with the production and distribution of resources, products, 

income, and wealth constrained by considerations of profit and loss”, civil society’s action 

corresponds to “self-organization for particular purposes of enhancing intrinsic social values” 

(Ibidem: 160). Despite and because of these differences, “each social aspect—state, economy, 

and civil society”, she adds, “can both limit and support the others” (Ibidem: 156) and this 

reciprocal limitation and support is what is needed for achieving social justice. On these lines, 

the three classical spheres of collective action seem deeply intertwined and far from being 

completely autonomous and detached one from the other. Young particularly insists on the 

relationship between civil society and the State, which, she argues, needs to exist and to be 

balanced in order to counterweight the ability of “profit- and market-oriented economic 

processes to impinge on the ability of many people in most societies to develop and exercise 

capacities” (Ibidem: 184). Indeed, according to the American political theorist the State and 

civil society possess opposite and complementary virtues “both limiting the potentially harmful 

effects of unfettered and merely self-regarding economic activity, and each correcting the 

potential excesses of the other” (Ibidem: 190). In this regard, Young introduces the subject of 

the dual nature of social justice, which she states to be composed of both self-determination, 
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“being able to participate in determining one’s action and the condition of one’s action” 

(Ibidem: 32), and self-development, “using satisfying skills and having one’s particular cultural 

modes of expression and ways of life recognized” (Ibidem). Young sustains that civil society 

cannot alone satisfy both ingredients, as it lacks the structures, logics and resources to actually 

enhance self-development, while it is extremely adequate in supporting self-determination. 

Beyond its general interest, the issue is particularly relevant for investigating asylum seekers 

and refugees’ integration processes. Indeed, I have already argued in the first paragraph that I 

specifically address the concept of integration in terms of both social recognition and 

redistribution, which in my view correspond to Young’s self-determination and self-

development, advancing the hypothesis that they are both needed for asylum seekers and 

refugees’ integration and intrinsically connected. This adds relevance to the attempt of 

investigating and understanding the role of civil society also in terms of relations to State 

institutions regarding asylum.  

On the issue of civil society’s autonomy, the already mentioned Neera Chandoke has in addition 

and relevantly reminded that  

“The State is not suspended in mid-air from society, so that other spheres of society can 

function independently of it. It is neither disembodied nor disembedded from the power 

structures of society. State power, in other words, rests on a constellation of power in 

society. This power is not conjured up out of thin air, and it is always drawn from 

society, from the nodal points of power relations that define a social order. The State as 

the codified power of the social formation is not detached from civil society where 

power is expressed and contested. Then civil society cannot be abstracted from the State 

and defined as a separate sphere. For the two are organically connected through 

structures of power. The relationship is reciprocal” (Chandoke, 2001: 14). 

It seems to me that Chandoke’s remind echoes a Gramscian view of civil society deeply linked 

and embedded in power structures. Indeed, Gramsci first of all identifies into civil society the 

social sphere where the power of ruling classes finds consensus through its appropriation by 

and spreading from influencing civil organisations. It is there that hegemony is established and 

infused into people’s way of thinking, permitting the maintenance and strengthening of public 
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order and status quo. Indeed, analysing the Gramscian thinking in the framework of his studies 

about social policies and governance, the young Thai scholar Theerapat Ungsuchaval 

underlines what follows: 

“Civil society, fundamentally, is the sophisticated instrument of ruling class, which 

sustains the class position via flexible means, allowing minor changes and adjustments 

and giving subaltern groups a feeling that change is possible. Practically, hegemony is 

mainly accomplished by indoctrination or education using different institutions of civil 

society, some of which are owned by elites and others are filled with the hegemonic 

ideology” (Ungsuchaval, 2016: 42). 

In this view, civil society loses any autonomous nuance. According to a conceptualisation of it 

as the sphere where the hegemonic thinking gains power and is democratised, civil society 

practically corresponds to the State in a lighter and informal shape. This very argument is indeed 

the main worry raised by scholars applying a critical approach to the study of governance 

dynamics. Indeed, what they strongly warn against is the risk of the “cultural consequences of 

an integrated system” (Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 283) of governance, which, because of the 

internalisation by civil society actors of “the dominant, more traditional communicative norms 

of the process” (Gaynor, 2011: 499), materialise into the “narrowing of the discursive space 

and a reduction in the plurality of voices and claims” (Busso and Gargiulo, 2019: 283), thus 

into an inoffensive and aligned civil sphere where everyone “ends up ‘talking the same 

language’” (Ibidem). Though, as it is well-known, Gramsci did not stop there. Indeed, it is 

useful to remind Chandoke’s reference about the reciprocity of civil society-State relationship, 

which allows to assume that while the hegemonic power supporting State structures may find 

its most fertile ground into civil society, the latter is also capable of challenging it through 

counter-hegemonic forces. In this sense, Young quotes Nancy Fraser speaking about the 

importance of civil associational life for allowing the emergence of “subaltern counter-publics” 

(Fraser in Young, 2001) able to face the dominant thinking. Indeed, she warns against scientific 

analysis theorizing the existence of a single and pacified public sphere, as they fail to account 

for the multiple and complex contemporary social realities and they take for granted hegemonic 

discourses as if they were representative of everyone and backed by unanimous consent:  
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“In societies with social and economic inequalities, when there is a public sphere it tends 

to be dominated, both in action and ideas, by more privileged groups. Parallel to 

dominant publics, subordinated social groups have sometimes organized their 

associational life in such a way that they created subaltern counter-publics. The counter-

publics can provide sites and fora for members of the subordinated group to raise issues 

among themselves and discuss them, formulate analyses and positions, as well as 

develop aesthetic and discursive modes for expressing their social perspectives, 

autonomous from dominant discourses” (Young, 2000: 171). 

Associational life can thus foster the emergence of subaltern counter-publics, essential for 

democratic societies to carry on evolving instead of remaining static and loyal to anachronistic 

State structures and bureaucratic functioning. Their counter-hegemonic potential can 

materialise in various forms. Civil society organisations can in fact “support identity and voice” 

of marginalised groups and “facilitate innovative or minority practices”. In addition, they can 

expose state arbitrary power and claim for its accountability and transparency as well as they 

can potentially influence policies (Young, 2001). Hence, civil society can actually have 

leverage on state power, as well as state power can influence civil society structure and counter-

hegemonic potential. We understand thus that civil society is indeed a social sphere separate 

from the State, but it is not independent from it, even more so that it seems to require a 

responsive and listener State for actually triggering its counter-hegemonic power. Foley and 

Edwards do tell us in fact that 

“Where the state is unresponsive, its institutions are undemocratic, or its democracy is 

ill designed to recognize and respond to citizen demands, the character of collective 

action will be decidedly different than under a strong and democratic system. Citizens 

will find their efforts to organize for civil ends frustrated by state policy - at sometimes 

actively repressed, at others simply ignored. Increasingly aggressive forms of civil 

association will spring up, and more and more ordinary citizens will be driven into either 

active militancy against the state or self-protective apathy” (Foley and Edwards, 1996: 48).  

Likewise, though, State is separate from civil society, but it cannot be said to be completely 

independent from the latter, even if the fact of acting under an authorised power certainly gives 
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it an advantaged position on the balance of power vis-à-vis civil society. In this regard, the 

mentioned Foley and Edwards point an important question, namely to what extent and how “the 

formation of "habits of the heart" conducive to cooperation and collective action” enhanced by 

associational life within civil society may actually translate into “‘macropolitical’ outcomes” 

(Ibidem: 47), thus concretely playing a role for social change. The issue is not a minor one. 

Indeed, asking that question Foley and Edwards suggest that it is not enough for social 

transformation that civil organisations provide alternative services, imagine innovative social 

practices or facilitate the voice of otherwise aphonic individuals or groups, if these actions 

remain limited to their internal and microsocial universes. In order to decisively act their 

counter-hegemonic power, civil society organisations must make their discourses inclusive and 

understandable at a higher level of generalisation in order to make them flow onto the dominant 

public sphere and to actually influence and transform the hegemonic power of the State. Hence, 

while some scholars keep assigning an important role to civil society actors “in linking 

deliberations at micro policy levels to those within the public sphere” (Gaynor, 2011: 498), the 

question stands about if they actually have the “collective capacity to sustain engagement at all 

levels” (Ibidem). 

Be the answer yes or not is an empirical matter, and it does not in any case empty civil society 

from its profoundly political connotation that emerged from what written. Indeed, if we assume, 

as I do, that politics is not simply “what the state or the dominant classes do or do not do” 

(Chandoke, 2001: 21), but rather about “how ordinary men and women think about, 

conceptualize, debate, and contest how people belonging to different persuasions, classes, and 

interests live together in society in conditions of justice and civility” (Ibidem) during their 

everyday life; civil society as the sphere of communicative interaction represents the main and 

most genuine arena of politics. And though, there is no unanimous consent about that. Certainly, 

some structural conditions of Western social-economic-political contexts, such as the 

transformation of welfare systems and the tendency towards a managerial organisation of the 

labour market and of the provision of services (Busso and Gargiulo, 2017), have been 

weakening the subaltern and antagonist potential of civil societies. Nonetheless, we have 

already seen that it is important not to fall into the error of thinking about civil society as a 

homogeneous entity. Indeed, Chandoke relevantly reminds us that: “if civil society consists of 
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associational life per se, then we have to accept that associations of every stripe and hue exist 

in this space. (…) This will mean that civil society is itself a fragmented, divided and a 

hierarchically structured realm” (Chandoke, 2001: 17,19). The evocation about a hierarchy 

within civil society allows to present another of the criticalities identified by some scholars 

regarding governance dynamics. Indeed, Nyamh Gaynor speaks about “the ‘who’ problem” 

(Gaynor, 2011: 503) for raising the issue of inequality of representation among those civil 

society actors that participate to policymaking. Sandro Busso and Enrico Gargiulo further 

clarify that to be involved and participate in the structure of governance “is often expensive and 

requires some organisational capacities that only the biggest organisations possess, 

subsequently excluding ‘minor’ organisations” (Busso and Gargiulo, 2016: 119).  

In the light of all the above, I feel entitled to state that to argue that civil society has been losing 

its political nature and conflictual role is a misleading generalisation. In an interesting article 

about the role of conflict in practices and discourses about the “Third Sector”, the just 

mentioned Busso and Gargiulo further express their concern about the increasing “benevolent 

and tendentially uncritical attitude” (Busso and Gargiulo, 2017: 138) of the private social sector: 

“For some time, the Non-Profit has gathered, at least partly, the heritage of the original 

mutualism: clearly modelled on a “communitarian” vision, the Third Sector was geared 

to promote renewed forms of sociality and participation by emphasising the conflictual 

role of some social subjects vis-à-vis state and market actors; thus against the hegemonic 

capitalism. Over time, though, the “anti-systemic” role of the Third Sector has been 

declining. (…) From a conceptual point of view, it is no longer a partisan sphere made 

of political struggle through the construction of antagonist and counter-power spaces. 

The term “civil society” has lost its Gramscian characteristics of dialogue and 

confrontation over ideals and culture aimed at the deconstruction and reconstruction of 

hegemony, for rather approaching a Tocquevillian ideal of collaboration among 

intermediate bodies realised through the using of concepts such as social cohesion and 

social capital” (Ibidem: 141, 146-147). 

However interesting and capable of providing a sharp analysis about the reasons and 

mechanisms of the gradual co-optation of civil organisations, the two authors do not say but a 
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too quick word about the not obvious convergence between the concepts of “Third sector” and 

“civil society”. In fact, the “third sector” can be viewed as part of civil society, but it does not 

stand for it as a whole. In this regard, Antonin Wagner has insisted about the importance of 

keeping the two concepts separated as they are based on two different theoretical paradigms: 

“borrowing the concept ‘civil society’ from political theory and applying it within an economic 

research paradigm has become a source of confusion” (Wagner, 2012: 318). Through an 

historical overview of the academic development and use of the concepts, Wagner states in fact 

that while the notion of ‘third sector’ “remains focused on an economic issue, namely how to 

compensate government/market failures and how to decentralise the provision of public 

services through intermediate organisations, (…) it fails to offer the kind of political research 

paradigm that is required if one intends to understand the position of intermediate organisations 

in the political order of society” (Ibidem: 314, 318). Thus, while Busso and Gargiulo’s 

reflection about the loss of counter-hegemonic and political potential on the part of a specific 

category of civil organisations provides interesting elements for translating it into empirical 

analysis, it seems to me that they do not deepen enough the issue of the wide diversity among 

civil organisations, which are not all involved into a collaborative provision of services and co-

programming of policies. In addition, quoting the analytical conceptual framework proposed 

by Busso himself, together with Nicola De Luigi, to better understand and name the many 

different experiences of the various civil society actors, since the analytical dimension of the 

functions of civil actors can overlap that of their positioning vis-à-vis institutions and that the 

two are not mutually-exclusive, “both political advocacy and service providing can take place 

in integration with the public system” (Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 280). Two observations 

follow from Busso and De Luigi’s conceptual framework that are quite important for my 

research work. First, if functions, i.e. concrete activities, of civil society organisations are not 

consequential to their positioning (i.e. “the degree of integration with the public sector and 

cooperation with other actors” [Ibidem: 281]), to engage in even economic projects does not 

automatically mean to belong to the sub-set of the Third sector and/or to be co-opted by public 

authorities and/or the market. Second, and specularly, if civil society organisations’ positioning 

does not exclude the possibility to entail both their main and historical functions (i.e., 

“providing services to citizens and exerting political pressure” [Ibidem]), it follows that even 
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those actors, usually grouped under the concept of Third Sector, that are formally engaged in 

governance dynamics and thus integrate the public welfare system can still exercise an 

advocacy function, though may risking of playing it “with gloves on” (Onyx et at in Busso and 

De Luigi, 2019: 283). It must be said, though, that both Busso and Gargiulo and Busso and De 

Luigi finally claim that “there is no doubt that civil organisations can still play a conflictual role 

towards the ‘status quo’” and that “the Non Profit category is an often undefined set with 

uncertain borders and it compels to distinguish the diverse organisations belonging to it” (Busso 

and Gargiulo, 2017: 152) as the trajectories highlighted [by the analytical conceptual 

framework proposed] show a notable degree of contamination and a number of nuances” (Busso 

and De Luigi, 2019: 287). 

In this sense, for my research I have focused on four different organisations of the civil society, 

which I consider, though being aware of the criticisms that such a statement could raise, as not 

directly belonging to the “Third sector”, by which I intend a subset of civil society explicitly 

and formally involved in the provision of services and welfare on behalf of State institutions. 

Hence, in view of what just said, the civil organisations that I have chosen should in principle 

have maintained their political and potentially counter-hegemonic characteristics, if and in 

whatever way they decide and are able to decline them. One of the empirical challenges posed 

by this work is precisely to observe and understand if these organisations intend and are able to 

resist the co-opting state power and to exercise a subaltern force concerning issues of asylum 

seekers and refugees’ inclusion, reception, rights and dignity. In addition, it will be interesting 

to understand if and how they succeed in catalysing and valuing the mentioned counter-

hegemonic power in order to exploit its transformative potential. Finally, the issue of the dual 

nature of social justice and integration in terms of self-determination and self-development is 

particularly relevant as it allows to wonder if and how the studied organisations want and are 

able to give answers to both the aspects, without though becoming instruments of the 

hegemonic power.  

The empirical part of this writing will be thus split into three parts. First, I will start from the 

internal observation of the selected collective actors of civil society, providing the results and 

consequent discussion concerning their specific ideologies, motivations, organisation and 
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practices. The existence of a tension between the assumption of hegemonic or counter-

hegemonic roles concerning asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes will begin to 

emerge already in this first empirical chapter, in terms of a “civil dilemma” between the political 

choice of not substituting public services, thus maintaining a counter-hegemonic positioning, 

and the social vocation to provide answers to asylum seekers and refugees’ needs, hence risking 

to be co-opted into the institutional local governance of asylum. As it will be presented, this 

phase of observation has further led to questions (and hopefully answers) regarding the 

existence of a “network functioning” among the different actors and about their hypothetical 

role within the wider scenario of asylum seekers and refugees’ local reception and integration 

governance. The second chapter will be dedicated to it, explicitly mobilising the dichotomy 

integration/autonomy concerning both the relationship between civil society organisations and 

public institutions and civil society organisations themselves. Based on empirical material, I 

will argue that while an “implicit system of civil governance” may be traced when looking at 

relationships among the different civil society organisations dealing with asylum seekers and 

refugees, most of them do not seem to be pervasively and formally absorbed into the 

institutional system and its functioning. Finally, in the third chapter I will address the issue of 

the development of the diverse “conditions of possibility” for personal autonomy that 

integration processes are made of. Starting from asylum seekers and refugees’ subjective 

accounts, I will point to the different and detailed dimensions of integration, both material and 

symbolical and relational. Indeed, I will close the chapter giving empirical substance to the 

hypothesis of the fundamental role of interpersonal relations providing the various nuances of 

social recognition for integration processes to be sustained, on a par with their functional and 

formal dimensions.   

Of course, the results will follow the as detailed as possible presentation of the chosen 

methodological approach, the used data gathering techniques and the selected fieldwork, which 

will be exposed immediately below. 
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2. METHODOLOGY AND FIELDWORK  

In the attempt to approach reception as a complex and diversified eco-system that goes beyond 

its normative and institutional organisation, I have tried to complete the understanding of 

asylum seekers and refugees’ experience in their receiving contexts through the observation of 

their participation to the activities implemented by the many collective subjects of civil society. 

To do this, I have chosen a comprehensive approach in the footsteps of some of the giants of 

social sciences such as Max Weber, Wilhelm Dilthey and Ludwig Wittgenstein, operationalized 

through different qualitative methods deployed within a same urban context. Besides the 

qualitative orientation, which has been chosen before entering the field as a research positioning 

and whose methodological and political stands will be clarified later, most of the elements 

composing the fieldwork have been emerging inductively during the first months of 

observation. The overall objective of the research is that of providing an analysis of what 

happens beyond and alongside the institutional reception system and its bureaucratic and 

normative ramifications in terms of asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes, 

developing a constant analytical dialogue between migrants’ subjective experiences and the 

supportive actors’ practices and discourses. In this sense, it was not my aim to prove where the 

truth is, with far more reason since I sincerely don’t believe that it lies exclusively on one part. 

What I have limited myself to do is to take note of the discrepancies and convergences, 

alignments and conflicts among them and to report them, while allowing myself to provide 

some subsequent interpretation, as according to the most classical steps of comprehensive 

sociology proposed by Max Weber. In order to do that, once decided the urban setting to be 

studied, I have chosen to enter the field through the direct observation of four different 

collective actors’ daily work. The first two months of immersion into the field served to trigger 

a relationship of trust and mutual learning with the actors involved and it helped in getting some 

recurrent issues to be further specifically deepened through interviews.  

The complementary use of observation, participation and in-depth interviews allowed the 

organisation of a microanalysis at the level of asylum seekers and refugees, in order to 

understand their reasons for turning to some actors rather than others and the subjective 

narratives about the impact of these actors’ practices on their individual paths. At the same time, 
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it helped including in the observation field civil society’s collective actors’ inner operational 

and cultural dimensions (objectives, approaches, decisional processes, values/ideologies, roles’ 

repartition), while grasping the existence of an implicit network system among collective actors 

working in support with asylum seekers and refugees, despite their different natures and 

cultures. Finally, my double observative positioning within the chosen actors of civil society as 

well as through in-depth interviews and informal conversations with migrants has been useful 

for putting the spotlight on their subjective accounts, while paying attention to those dynamics 

of power and influence which could mask their authentic personal point of view. Indeed, while 

personally siding for the relevance of prioritizing asylum seekers and refugees’ subjective 

accounts about the meaning of integration, I am aware that subjective accounts are not 

unanimously pointed out as the most authentic source of understanding. Presenting her 

particular social justice approach, Martha Nussbaum has remembered us in fact that “existing 

preferences are frequently deformed by lack of information, by intimidation, and by adaptation 

to some specific ways of life. (...) People often learn not to want things that conventions and 

political reality have placed out of their reach” (Nussbaum, 2006: 279, 284).  

To conclude, I am urged to underline that the analysis produced on the fieldwork and here 

provided is based on the subjective perspectives and experiences of those met and solicited. For 

this reason, my theoretical interpretations do not aspire to offer a generalisable reading of the 

addressed issues, but rather “to provide insights about the complexity of the process of 

integration based on a more intimate knowledge of a smaller slice of reality” (Korac, 2001: 4) 

from some specific points of view. 

For reasons of anonymity, the names used in the drafting of this work do not correspond to the 

real names of the asylum seekers and refugees met and interviewed. Civil organisations’ 

members, instead, will be referred to by using their initials.  

In the next pages, I will provide a detailed presentation of the ethnographic fieldwork 

representing the empirical phase of the research as well as its wider context, I will deepen the 

multiple methodological choices made and their reasons, the limits and obstacles met during 

the carrying-on of the research and an essential empirical and theoretical reflection about my 

positioning on the field.  
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2.1 Context and selected cases. The multi-levelled nature of integration 

processes 

Italy represents a specific case concerning the asylum issue in Europe. The country has signed 

the Convention of Geneva in 1945, but it has erased the geographical limitation envisaged in 

the text only in 1989, with the so-called “Martelli Law”, which was rapidly debated and 

approved after the murder of Jerry Masslo, a south African refugee quite active in the 

associational domain. His assassination caused a very hard reaction of the Italian civil society, 

which claimed the adoption of a well-structured immigration law, including norms about the 

right to asylum. According to some scholars, the mentioned geographical limitation to the right 

to asylum adopted in Italy until then had functioned as “an implicit international agreement 

according to which Italy should play the role of “first asylum” while other countries (Germany, 

France, UK, USA, Canada and Australia in particular) were charged of organising more stable 

protection structures for refugees coming from extra-European countries” (Petrovic, 2013: 29). 

In this sense, it is possible to point to some historical reasons why Italy has been facing its 

obligations about ensuring the right to asylum in a fairly unstructured way. It must be said, 

though, that until the abrogation of the “Martelli Law”, the country was still perceived as an 

emigration and transit country and it hadn’t to address immigration in terms of a structural 

element composing its social reality (Ibidem). Though, starting from the 1990s, as a 

consequence of the crisis in Albania (1991/1997), the civil war in Somalia (1992) and of the 

exodus caused by the political instability in the former Yugoslavia (1991/1995 – 1998/1999), 

Italy has started to be interested by some quite regular and consistent flows of migrants looking 

for protection. Italian public authorities have thus begun to organise and legislate on the subject, 

aiming at providing an answer to the increasing presence of asylum seekers in the country. In 

this regard, an approach based on emergency has quite immediately emerged, characterised by 

the choice of “enacting laws and ad-hoc measures rather than facing the problem of the absence 

of a comprehensive framework regulation concerning asylum” (Ibidem: 40). 

The first attempt to fill this gap is undertaken in 1998 with the Law 40/98, called “Turco-

Napolitano”, which though has limited itself to erase from its predecessor the only article – 

article 1 – concerning the right to asylum, while urging national institutions to provide a specific 

draft law as soon as possible. The draft law has never been approved, and Italy is still now one 
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of the few countries in Europe lacking a structured law about asylum. Nonetheless, the multi-

level governance dynamics above described had by then worked their way within the 

functioning of the European Union, which in 1997 relocated the subject of asylum from its third 

to its first pillar and in 1999 the Tampere Conference established the institution of a Common 

European Asylum System (CEAS). Hence, Italy found itself urged to address the subject more 

carefully and in concrete terms and it has started to equip itself with some new devices. In 2000, 

the Ministry of the Interior together with the UNHCR and the ANCI (National Association of 

Italian Municipalities) have adopted the PNA (National Program on Asylum), which represents 

the first structured and comprehensive answer to asylum seekers’ needs. Its evolution has led 

to the subsequent creation of the SPRAR system (Asylum Seekers and Refugees Protection 

System), which was pioneered by the Law 189/2002, called “Bossi-Fini”, and that represents 

nowadays the ordinary system of second level reception. The “Bossi-Fini” has additionally 

established the creation of some closed Centres for the Identification and Expulsion (CIE, then 

renamed CPR – Centres for detention and repatriation – in 2017) of irregular migrants, 

including asylum seekers holding an expulsion order; the possibilities of asking for the re-

examination of one’s asylum request and to appeal against a negative decision; and the 

implementation of six new Territorial Commissions within Prefectures charged with lightening 

the job of the Central Commission placed in Rome.  

Despite all this, the system has proven to fail to manage systemically a progressively increasing 

phenomenon and it has rapidly got flooded. To its credit, it must be said that the CEAS, based 

mainly on the repartition norms of the Dublin Regulations, has been assigning to its south 

border countries (Italy and Greece in particular) a responsibility much bigger than they could 

actually assume. In addition, the internal immigration policies of many European nearby 

countries have been further complicating their tasks, as the experiences of the cities of 

Ventimiglia and Como as well as the situation in the Brenner region may testify. However, 

whatever the reasons are, the Italian reception system has showed to be deficient. The so called 

“North Africa Emergency” has unravelled once again its inefficiency. Indeed, the “Arab 

Springs” have triggered some extraordinary flows towards the Italian coasts, in front of which 

the national reception system proved to be overwhelmed and fragmented. The government 

increased by 26.500 the places of the SPRAR system on top of the 3.979 already existing, but 
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the ordinary system did not hold up and in 2014 a government circular has instructed 

Prefectures to identify and activate on their territorial jurisdictions some CAS (Extraordinary 

reception centres) in agreement with cooperatives, associations and hotels, not frequently 

boasting a previous professional experience concerning asylum seekers and refugees’ 

specificities (MSF, 2016). From that moment on, the Sprar system, formally charged of 

conceiving and activating some concrete and individualised paths of professional and social 

inclusion, has more and more functioned as a marginal circuit, while the CAS have been 

constituting themselves as the primary form of reception. Indeed, according to an analysis of 

OpenPolis Foundation, based on the most recent official data available, in 2018 138.503 people 

among asylum seekers and refugees were hosted in some CAS, compared to the 25.657 hosted 

by the SPRAR centres and 80% of the overall amount of funds dedicated to reception were 

allocated to the extraordinary circuit (OpenPolis, 2019). 

In July 2014, the “National Plan to face the extraordinary flows of non-Community citizens” 

has reorganised the system on three steps: a first step of assistance and identification within 

structures of first reception and triggering (CDA, CARA and CPSA), a second step of first 

reception and administrative procedure through some regional Hubs charged of sorting asylum 

seekers towards the Sprar system, and a third phase of “integrated reception” ensured by the 

SPRAR system, renamed SIPROIMI (Protection System for beneficiaries of international 

protection and unaccompanied foreign minors) in 2018. Finally, in 2015 the Italian “RoadMap” 

has substituted some of the CPSAs with the Hotspots, where migrants are divided between 

potential asylum seekers and economic migrants based on a first survey concerning their 

reasons for migrating.  

As showed, the Italian answer to the arrival of foreigners on its territory and the institutional 

management of the right to asylum have been evolving during the last 30 years, influenced both 

by the transformation of migration flows and by the need of following the guidelines of the 

European Union. Alongside with the evolution of national policies and of the reception system, 

the balance between internal different levels of government’ competences and responsibilities 

has also been transforming, particularly concerning integration policies and processes. In this 

regard, through an interesting historical overview of the process of power rescaling concerning 
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immigration in Italy, Francesca Campomori and Tiziana Caponio have claimed that “regions 

have de facto assumed a key role since the first two immigration laws, which simply delegated 

immigrant integration more or less explicitly to sub-state levels of government” (Campomori 

and Caponio, 2017: 308). In this sense, Ambrosini has spoken about a “implicit model of 

integration” (Ambrosini, 2001) for accounting for the inertia of national authorities concerning 

integration, who have been limiting themselves to let other levels of government and social 

processes to deal directly with the issue on their territories. In this sense, the mentioned 

Campomori and Caponio have even stated that “in the acknowledgement of certain social rights, 

civil society organisations and the municipalities have preceded the state” (Campomori and 

Caponio, 2014: 132), opening the way for further refocusing on the city level, both in term of 

public authorities and of civil actors, as a privileged level in the front line of integration 

concerns. At the same time though, the two Italian scholars have underlined that starting from 

the adoption in 2009 of the “Integration Agreement”, “immigrant integration has become, at 

least at first glimpse, a national priority, which the national government seeks to control, 

therefore contradicting the new quasi-federal institutional structure” (Campomori and Caponio, 

2017: 309). In this sense, they add that “control rather than collaboration prevails” (Ibidem: 

311) and that “non-public actors are regarded primarily as policy executors and far less as 

stakeholders” (Ibidem: 316), resulting in a quite centralised model of governance mirroring “the 

traditional model of governmental authority” (Ibidem). Even so, though, “it is at a local and 

urban level that relevant decisions are actually taken and carried out in terms of fostering 

immigrant inclusion or exclusion” (Campomori and Caponio, 2014: 146), involving 

institutional, economic and civil spheres and entities of society. Indeed, I have already showed 

that it is by now widely agreed that reception and integration are finally concretely developed 

at a local level where the rigidity of the institutional categorizations and the need of keeping a 

wide consensus which frequently guide public authorities are potentially challenged and 

nuanced by the many “intermediate structures and bodies of the collective life” (Codres in 

Mantovan, 2007: 35). On these lines, Maja Korac has argued that in light of an Italian model of 

reception which is “chaotic, lacking an overarching strategy and embedded in an ad hoc 

approach to refugee assistance” (Korac, 2010: 89), community organisations have been more 

and more turning into alternative service providers. In this view, it seems therefore relevant to 
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get closer to local realities in order to understand what happens concretely to asylum seekers 

and refugees beyond and alongside national and international policies, general guidelines and 

echoing discourses. Among the rich variety of the Italian local experiences, I have chosen to 

produce an analysis of the Milanese reality, for the reasons that I will describe hereafter. 

2.1.1. The “Modello Milano” and its lively civil society 

The choice of focusing on Milan as a privileged observation point from which to grasp the 

functioning of the encounter between asylum seekers and refugees and civil society within an 

urban social reality and its consequences in terms of integration processes has many reasons.  

As a starting point, Milan is the capital of Lombardy, which, because of its strategic position 

directed towards Europe, of the dynamism of its urban centres and of the richness produced by 

its economy, is the first region in Italy per number of resident foreigners, which represent 33,8 

% of the Italian overall (Istat, 2020). It is during the 1970s that the region has started to see the 

numbers of resident foreigners increasing, first composed of students and political opponents, 

immediately followed by “the Chinese entrepreneurial migration and by women’s immigration 

in the household sector” (Caponio, 2006: 59). For sure, big cities and metropolitan areas have 

proven to be particularly attractive and Milan has started to represent a key node of the 

migratory dynamics internal to the country.  

In addition, although it is not one of the first places of arrival, the available data show that 

Lombardy is also the region with the highest percentage of hosted asylum seekers and refugees 

in Italy.  
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Source: “Dossier Statistico Immigrazione”, Idos, 2018 

In particular, at the end of August 2017, Milan hosted 15, 4% of the asylum seekers and refugees 

who were present in Lombardy, exceeding by almost a thousand the 2700 migrants that it should 

have hosted according to the “Piano Nazionale di Ripartizione dei richiedenti asilo e rifugiati 

in tutti i comuni italiani”2, created by the Ministry of the Interior in December, 2016. The more 

recent data conveyed by the municipality of Milan provide an even higher estimation, speaking 

of 6011 individuals hosted by the city in that same period. These are joined by the not quantified 

presence of asylum seekers and refugees not hosted by the institutional reception, being part of 

those over 10 million migrants, “most of which hold a regular permit of stay and a relevant 

share of which are people exiting some reception centre” (Idos, 2018: 151), living in informal 

settlements throughout the country. These numbers would surprise if we relied simply on the 

collective imagination about asylum seekers: desperate black people landing on the coasts of 

Sicily. Migration scholars, though, have frequently highlighted that, even if data show a high 

incidence of the arrivals by sea relatively to migrants asking for asylum in Italy – 73% in 2017 

(Idos, 2018), other flows of people arrive to the peninsula from different paths. Milan, beyond 

being a magnet for people arrived on the South, intercepts also those arriving at Malpensa 

airport, which “usually submit their asylum application directly to Milan’s police headquarters” 

(Van Aken, 2008: 73), and the ones coming in Italy through the north-east boarder.  

Hence, the provided data already make of Lombardy, and Milan in particular, a privileged 

observation point in relation with the reception of asylum seekers and refugees in Italy. 

 
2 National Plan for the Allocation of asylum seekers and refugees among Italian municipalities 

2.40%
1.40%

4.10%

9%
7.50%

2.70%

8.90%

3.30%

14.30%

2.70%
1.70%

7.40%6.70%

2.80%

7.40%6.80%

1.80%1.70%
0.20%

7.30%

Percentages of asylum seekers and refugees hosted per region on a 
national basis (01/12/2017)



99 
 

Furthermore, its scientific relevance is heightened also by the ideal typical image conveyed 

about the city concerning the reception of asylum seekers and refugees. In fact, since 2013, with 

the passage of high numbers of Syrian and Eritrean migrants through the city, reference has 

been made on the medias to a supposed “Modello Milano”3, applauded on an international level 

for its capacity of facing the “new migratory emergency”. In fact, although the Dublin 

Regulation was already in force since many years, until 2015 the identification and registration 

of migrants on the Italian territory was not systematic and most of the thousands of people 

arriving in Milan were just transiting towards north. The management of the basic services’ 

provision was then facilitated by the dynamism of migration flows and the constant turnover 

helped the attempts of giving an answer to the individuals passing by. In June 2015, the city 

administrators have even been called to report to the European Commission in order to provide 

an example of a virtuous management of the phenomenon. Nevertheless, with the entry into 

force of the Hotspot approach and the strengthening of borders by France, Switzerland and 

Austria, since 2016 all the migrants who were before just transiting through the North of Italy 

found themselves stuck in the peninsula, transforming Milan, together with Ventimiglia and 

Como, into a plug. In 2017, the hub for transiting migrants was then transformed into a formal 

extraordinary reception centre and its numbers were diminished, passing from more than 300 

to about 130. Concomitantly, the task of registering and of sorting out the arriving migrants has 

been given to the CASC (Centro Aiuto Stazione Centrale4), in charge of orienting all the 

individuals in need towards the available places. At the same time, the municipality asked for 

its Sprar places to be increased and provided for some extra-reception places within two 

different structures, one already existing for homeless people, the other specifically provided in 

order to face the increased number of asylum seekers looking for a place to stay in the city. 

Nevertheless, both structures function only in winter during the so-called “Emergenza 

Freddo”5, from the beginning of November until the end of March. From April 1st, in fact, the 

regime of default free accommodation is stopped even in those structures that continue existing 

 
3 Milan’s model 
4 Help Centre of the Central Station 
5 A Municipal plan that on an annual basis, from the beginning of November till the end of March, organises a 
number of social interventions and structures (mainly functioning on volunteering) to provide to homeless 
people some shelter from the winter cold.  
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during the whole year. “From mid-March, we see an impressive increasing of people coming 

to our service in search for a sleeping accommodation. The waiting list ties up all at once and 

we have to keep people waiting for even more than two months” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., February 

2018), a worker of the Caritas Ambrosiana’s immigration service witnesses. The difficulty of 

Milan’s public authorities of absorbing the increased number of people seeking for protection, 

accommodation and/or social orientation within its area of responsibility takes its most concrete 

shape all around the zone surrounding the Central Train Station (Stazione Centrale), where an 

important number of migrants usually find precarious shelter, increasing the public opinion’s 

impression of being invaded. This specific situation has been violently faced through the 

intervention of the national authorities in the shape of the Prefect of Milan that, starting from 

May 2017, has ordered several blitz at the station, where tens of migrants have been caught and 

brought to the police headquarters for some non-formally justified checks, supposedly on a skin 

colour basis. This was happening just when the city was preparing itself for the big 

demonstration of May 20th, strongly wanted by the municipality to publicly demonstrate its 

welcoming orientation, on the heels of the previous impressive demonstration of Barcelona on 

February 2017.  

Despite the complicated situation just described, Milan has been continuing in being told as a 

model of reception in Italy. In this regard, the interviewed civil organisations’ members almost 

unanimously have interpreted this kind of representation as due to a regional baseline situation 

way ahead compared to other Italian regions, rather than to a virtuous management of reception 

per se: “It is obvious that if reception is grafted onto a highly critical social reality, with a 

terrible economic situation, it gives some results, here it gives different ones. This is because 

here there is a different wealth, I mean, the Lombardy economy is not the economy of Campania 

or Calabria or Sicily. Building on this, a huge propaganda is built around Milan’s reception 

virtuosity” (E.B., Naga-Har, Interview 33). At the same time, they have also frequently 

underlined the important contribution of a dynamic civil society in shaping a receptive and 

inclusive circuit probably better than elsewhere: “Much of this supposed “Modello Milano” is 

due to the intervention of a subsidiarity from below, let’s just say it. Volunteering in Lombardy, 

particularly in Milan, has always been very strong” (L.C., S.A.I., Interview 39).  
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Anyway, to reinforce this representation, on May 18th, 2017 76 municipalities forming part of 

the “Città Metropolitana”’s administrative area, in the presence of the major of Milan, the 

Ministry of the Interior and the Prefect of Milan, have signed the “Protocollo per un’accoglienza 

equilibrata, sostenibile e diffusa dei richiedenti la protezione internazionale”6. With it, the 

signing municipalities engaged in working together with the third sector in order to find new 

places for the “CAS” circuit, with a view to a diffused reception made of small numbers of 

migrants per centre, and to welcome at least three asylum seekers per 1000 residents starting 

from December 31st, 2017. At the same time, the prefecture engaged itself in functioning as 

the procuring entity and to exclude from the ordinary distribution of asylum seekers on the 

territory those signing municipalities having reached at least 50% of the share foreseen by the 

already mentioned “Piano Nazionale di Ripartizione dei richiedenti asilo e rifugiati in tutti i 

comuni italiani”. Even so, and despite the branding of Milan as a city model, data shows that 

the organization of asylum seekers and refugees’ reception seems to keep mirroring the national 

orientation towards plugging what is still perceived as an emergency, through the proliferation 

of temporary centres and the provision of services satisfying only the most basic needs. Indeed, 

Lombardy is one of the Italian regions with the highest percentage of extraordinary centres in 

respect with the Sprar ones - 94% against 6% at the end of 2017 (Idos, 2018). Concerning the 

regional capital, at the end of July 2017, Milan provided about 4900 places divided among 

formal extraordinary centres, and ad hoc sleeping accommodations, while only 422 migrants 

were hosted in the Sprar circuit (Municipality of Milan, 2017).  

As the above-quotes claim, to outweigh these difficulties, though, Milan boasts an extremely 

lively and differentiated civil society, made of more or less structured organizations, whose 

more or less formal involvement into the reception and inclusion of asylum seekers and refugees 

testifies that relatively to this issue, different levels of governance and authority intersect 

locally, forming a complicated intertwining of actors and approaches and blurring the 

boundaries between formal and informal reception, private and public actions, and 

strengthening the tension between controlling and welcoming orientations. The Milanese 

management of asylum seekers and refugees, as well as of immigrants more in general, has 

indeed been characterised from the beginning by “the involvement of the third sector in the 

 
6 Protocol for a balanced, sustainable and diffused reception of asylum seekers 
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management of integration services” (Caponio, 2006: 153), though “lacking a proper tradition 

of inter-institutional integration” (Ibidem: 210) and giving birth to “a fragmented style where 

the collaboration between institutions and other organisations is the exception rather than the 

rule” (Ibidem: 211). The latter does not obscure though the fact that one of the historical 

peculiarities of Milan is the rich and dynamic presence on its territory of a “dense network of 

associations, mostly of social nature, (…) that joins more traditional institutions strongly rooted 

in the territory” (Andreotti and Les Galès, 2019: 12).  

This lively associational tissue, which, as quoted, often disprove and denounce a too rosy tale 

concerning the city’s capacity of welcoming and including, represents a precious asset both for 

asylum seekers and refugees, and for public institutions, which, as will be presented in the next 

chapters, do not hesitate in requesting their help and support. It is even more so as the new 

“Immigration and public security” law, enacted on December, 3rd 2018, among other 

interventions, has foreseen the restructuring of the institutional reception system, with the 

gradual closure of extraordinary structures, and the contemporary downsizing of the Sprar 

system. Moreover, the law has foreseen that the access to Sprar centres will be from then on 

prevented to asylum seekers and beneficiaries of humanitarian protection, and that the former 

will no more have the right to be included on population registers, being excluded automatically 

by many social rights. Furthermore, the law has established the abolition of the humanitarian 

protection, because of which a 40% increase of irregular migrants has been estimated in 2019 

(OpenPolis Foundation, 2020). For this reason, civil society’s role is set to increase its 

importance.  

Within it, and based on the typologies provided by the exiting literature about civil society 

supporting asylum seekers and refugees in Italy, I decided to focus on four specific subjects, 

which I am going to detail hereafter, based on the testimony of their members. 

2.1.2 Fieldwork: four Milanese civil organisations in the throes of asylum seekers and 

refugees’ integration processes 

As I introduced in the theoretical chapter, literature has identified a variety of “intermediaries” 

that “favour the entrance of immigrants, their entry into the labour market, accommodation, 

response to their social needs, and possibly regularisation” (Ambrosini, 2016b: 1814). Among 
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them, a specific role is assigned to NGOs and other civil society’s actors, which are usually 

described as providing “services in organised forms, often compensating for the closure of 

public institutions” (Ibidem: 14). I have shown though that other activities are implemented by 

these actors, ranging from advocacy, to political participation and networking. Within the 

category of “NGOs and other civil society’s actors” are indeed included NGOs and specialised 

organisations, associations of volunteers, churches, social movements, social centres, activist 

networks, trade unions and independent supporters (Minke and Ambrosini, 2020). I have 

previously explained the reasons why I have chosen to exclude from my analysis individual 

supporters of civil society and to focus on its collective organisations. Among the latter, I have 

selected four specific subjects, ranging on a hypothetical scale from the most antagonist one to 

the more compliant with the institutional system and from the most informally organised to the 

more formally structured.  

 

  

 

                                            

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

 
 
 
 
              

 

 

Such schematisation approaches the four ideal typical roles of civil society actors assumed by 

Busso and De Luigi crossing functions (political pressure and/or service providing) and 

positioning (on a continuum from integration to independence) (Busso and De Luigi, 2019). In 

addition, as they state that “cases and experiences of CSAs can only rarely be confined to a 

defined role or occupy a precise position” (Ibidem: 280), in the empirical chapters, I am also 

going to show that the borders among these net categorisations and a priori representations 

about the observed actors have proven to be much less rigid and obvious that one could 
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superficially assume. For the moment, I will limit myself to describe these organisations in 

order to share with the reader some initial information, which should simplify the understanding 

of my subsequent analyses.  

2.1.2.1. The S.A.I.: the Reception Service for Immigrants of Caritas Ambrosiana 

Caritas Ambrosiana is an office of the archiepiscopal Curia within the sector “for the Mission 

and the Charity” in the diocese of Milan and, since 1963, a foundation having legal personality 

and an ecclesiastical institution with civil-law status. “Since its inception”, tells me L.C. – the 

person in charge for the first receptive meetings with and the monitoring of migrants in need 

for a place to sleep at the Reception Service for Immigrants (S.A.I.)  – “Caritas Ambrosiana 

has been dealing with migration issues, but more at a theoretical level, a pedagogical one let’s 

say. It studied it and it took care of the parishes and their counselling centres where migrants 

were starting to unload during the 1990s” (L.C., S.A.I, Interview 39). In addition, from the very 

beginning, Caritas has been on the front line of the gradual process of development of the 

national reception system. Nowadays, the social cooperative “Farsi Prossimo”, founded by 

Caritas Ambrosiana in 1993, is one of the most active subjects in Milan concerning the 

management of reception centres. In this sense, it is hard to say that Caritas Ambrosiana does 

not belong to the Third Sector or that it is not formally involved into the institutional local 

governance of asylum. Caritas Ambrosiana is though a complex and wide organisation, 

composed of many different sub-entities, which, despite their being part of a hierarchical 

system, have different functions and positioning. Hence, what I decided to observe is the Caritas 

Ambrosiana’s Reception Service for Immigrants (S.A.I.)7, an office placed next to the Stazione 

Centrale, that foreign people of any administrative category (economic migrants, asylum 

seekers, refugees, undocumented migrants, and so on) can address freely for being supported 

in a variety of issues and that does not seem to be directly involved into the institutional 

governance structure. The office was created in 2002, on a stimulus by Cardinal Martini, who 

asked to Caritas Ambrosiana and its community in Milan to take care of migrants in a more 

consistent and permanent manner. On September 9th, 2002, the S.A.I. has thus started its 

activity, focusing on the support to those undocumented migrants that, having an employer 

 
7 From now on, I will name it through its acronym S.A.I.  
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willing to regularise them, wanted to take advantage of the amnesty provided for by the new 

immigration law Bossi-Fini. “During the first three months, 3000 people addressed us for 

regularisation”, tells me P., in charge of the entire office since 2002. “Once the window for the 

amnesty was closed, we had to reflect about our territory and its needs. Of course, the 

emergence from sub track meant an emergence of the social unrest, which needed thus to be 

taken in charge” (P.D., S.A.I., Interview 37). Hence, the S.A.I., which at the time of fieldwork 

could rely on seven employees, three people doing community service and around twenty 

volunteers, has started to structure itself for responding to the emergent social needs, organizing 

its activity in different areas: professional orientation, legal assistance and a service functioning 

as a bridge with the different dormitories of Milan. This last service has changed more than the 

others over time, especially from 2011, when Caritas Ambrosiana decided to open its own 

receptive structure, named “Il Rifugio”8, where to host around sixty men in need for a place to 

sleep and some social support for a temporary duration – three months on paper. Half of the 

places provided shall be dedicated to foreigners. The S.A.I., thus, in the person of the already 

mentioned L.C., takes care of their insertion into the structure, which, as most of the other 

dormitories in Milan, is open only during night hours, and of the support and monitoring of the 

migrant hosts’ inclusion paths, through some monthly meetings with L.C. at the S.A.I. and the 

daily presence of professional educators at the dormitory. To this day, the activity of the S.A.I. 

consists thus of a first skim provided by the volunteers at the welcome desk, whose task is that 

of understanding the main need of the person and to orient him/her towards one of the different 

areas of intervention. This is done through the scheduling of a meeting with one of the 

professional employees or sending them to the persons in charge of the direct reception, when 

the issue is not too specific and complicated.  

As in Italy the Catholic Church, with all its ramifications, has always been a fundamental and 

powerful subject for the taking in charge of social unrest, included that directly concerning 

migrants, I considered relevant to pick the S.A.I. as one of the sites where to develop my 

investigation. The observational period lasted 6 months, twice a week, during which I have 

assisted the workers on their scheduled meetings with migrants, observing in particular the two 

main activities of the office: legal assistance and housing emergency. Being the service not 

 
8 “The Shelter” 
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dedicated exclusively to asylum seekers and refugees, the observation of meetings with 

different category of migrants, even if not belonging to the one being the focus of the research, 

has allowed to compare workers’ approach in relation with different juridical statuses, enriching 

the understanding of their relation with asylum seekers and refugees. My fieldwork at the S.A.I. 

was completed with interviews to P.D., the man in charge of the whole office, and to E.C. and 

L.C., the two women responsible for the main services offered, the legal assistance and the 

housing reception. I also gathered nine in-depth interviews with asylum seekers and refugees 

attending the office, whose relevance, as well as problematic issues, will be detailed thereafter. 

2.1.2.2. Labour-Int: the trade union’s new effort of dealing with asylum seekers and 

refugees 

“Work has always been and still is a fundamental factor intervening in the process of integration 

of newly arrived people” (Penninx, 2011: 7), literature teaches us. Trade Unions thus, having 

been one of the most powerful bodies of intermediation between workers, labour market and 

public institutions since their creation, represent an actor of high interest for studying how 

migrant subjects are received and included in their arrival contexts, and how they try to 

constitute themselves as legitimized autonomous subjects in their new society. The three main 

Italian trade unions, Cgil, Cisl and Uil, all provide some local services specifically dedicated to 

foreign citizens, regarding in particular the procedures for the issue or the renewal of permits 

of stay, the applications for citizenship and the access to social benefits. In fact, the progressive 

change in the social composition of the country, more and more interested by the emigration 

and immigration phenomenon and the subsequent processes of cultural contamination even 

within the domain of labour, has forced trade unions to make a specific effort of reflection and 

intervention on the issue over time. “It has become clear at some point that the migration issue, 

thus the presence in Italy of foreign workers and citizens, should concern the trade union”, 

witnesses M.B., president of Anolf – Milan, an association promoted by Cisl’s Immigration 

Department. “It was necessary to have a specific space inside the trade union, not simply for 

supporting people with bureaucratic procedures and practices, but for starting a reflection on 

how to bring all this together and try to intervene at a higher level, modifying the legislation for 

example” (M.B., Anolf, Interview 42). Besides the concrete and daily intervention with 
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migrants through their specific counters, Italian Trade Unions have thus been working for the 

promotion of cultural difference and of anti-racism and equality values through the organization 

of conferences, debates and demonstrations at a local level, while at a national one they have 

been often proposing structural modifications to the Italian immigration laws. Certainly, the 

very nature of trade unions, fierce defenders of labour rights, has often kept them apart from 

the domain of forced migration that, by definition, is less concerned with labour issues as forced 

migrants have theoretically moved looking for protection, not for work. Again, the incidence 

of forced migration towards Italy - which saw an undeniable rise in terms of numbers be paired 

with an important media coverage and an intense political debate - as well as the change of the 

characteristics of “the asylum seeker”, which often do not mirror anymore those of the ideal 

typical political opponent, have posed to trade unions the question of if and how to play a role 

for supporting also this specific category of migrants. “The idea was that maybe we too could 

play our part, without inventing anything new, but simply using what we already do daily”, 

explained M.B. Hence, from 2016, the three Italian trade unions, under the coordination of the 

ETUC9 and with the Cisl as the leading union, have started contributing to the planning of a 

pilot project to be launched at the European level and concerning asylum seekers and refugees’ 

integration. The project, named Labour-Int, has won a European call in 2017, obtaining thus 

some funding, and it has been undertaken contemporary in Belgium, Germany and Italy, 

precisely in Milan. This very new experience, which started concretely in February 2018, 

included 40 asylum seekers and refugees coming from Milan’s reception centres, and has 

foreseen a first intense phase of  theoretical training, both linguistic and concerning the Italian 

labour market’s characteristics and rules, and a second phase of professional training. Finally, 

it has foreseen the possibility for the forty participants of starting a three months internship in 

some local enterprises working in the sector that they would have been trained for. The project 

is based on a “multi stakeholders” approach, which materializes through the involvement of the 

City Hall’s office for job orientation, the Celav, and of the three Tarde Unions’ Bilateral 

Agencies, precisely the one related to tourism and public exercises, Ebtpe, and that related to 

the tertiary sector, Ebiter. Labour-Int, whose starting coincided with the beginning of my 

fieldwork, represents in my view the descent of Italian Trade Unions to a field, that of forced 

 
9 European Trade Union Confederation 
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migrants and of their specific reception and inclusion, that they have so far only grazed. Hence, 

the relevance of Trade Unions as intermediate structures for Italian history, their specific 

competence with regard to the labour market and this new interest for asylum seekers and 

refugees have convinced me to include them in the investigation, through the follow-up of the 

mentioned project. After having established a contact with the two persons in charge for the 

main sponsors of the project, Anolf for the Trade Unions and the Celav for Milan’s City Hall, 

and having provided, as explicitly requested by them, an official formalization of the objectives 

and the duration of my observation through a letter by my PhD supervisor in Milan, I have 

started to attend the organized activities in February 2018. For 4 months, I have thus 

participated in particular to the Italian classes and some other courses dedicated to the Italian 

labour market legislation. In addition, I have participated to some collective and public events 

organized in order to present the project to the city. Moreover, as it was for the S.A.I., the 

observation was completed by five in-depth interviews with asylum seekers and refugees 

attending the project. Finally, I interviewed the persons in charge for the trade union, for 

Milan’s City Hall and for the bilateral agencies.  

2.1.2.3. The Naga Har: a milestone of the voluntary work with asylum seekers and 

refugees 

Beyond historical subjects such as the Church and Trade Unions, the gradual critical 

dismantling of the Welfare State in western countries, which, starting in particular from 2008, 

has been receiving less and less public funding, has encouraged the flowering and the 

consolidation of a “second welfare” (Benvenuti and Martini, 2017: 4), composed of many 

different social actors, often regrouped under the header of third sector, and playing a 

fundamental role by providing social, cultural and economic services to people in need. Their 

intervention, despite often having recourse to legally employed staff, benefit from the vital 

contribution of voluntary work. Suffice it to say that the Third Sector in Italy involves 4.7 

million volunteers versus 957 thousand employees (Ibidem). This scenario affects of course 

also the domain of the local support to asylum seekers ad refugees. Hence, I have considered 

important for the good development of the research to include volunteer associations into my 

observational framework. Among its myriad of the most various volunteer associations working 



109 
 

with asylum seekers and refugees, Milan boasts the presence of the Naga, an association created 

in 1987 aiming at “defending and safeguarding the rights of foreign people and travellers, 

beyond any law defining them regular or irregular”10. The association, born as a free medical 

clinic, was enlarged over time, developing many different services, and it can now count on 

around 400 volunteers, who actually manage the association. In fact, the main characteristic of 

the Naga is the choice of limiting as much as possible the presence of professional employees, 

leaving to volunteers both decision-making and managerial aspects and the deployment of the 

different services. “There isn’t in Italy another association based so strongly on volunteers” 

(D.B., Naga-Har, Interview 34), affirms in this regard D.B., coordinator of the Naga Har, the 

associative branch dedicated to asylum seekers and refugees. The latter was created in 2001, on 

the impulse of Italo Siena, founder of the association, as a “daytime shelter capable of offering 

a familiar, warm, home situation to people who lost it, who left it behind” (E.B., Naga-Har, 

Interview 33). In the purpose of differentiating it from the other services, based on a classic 

“social counter” functioning and, consequently, more formal, the Naga Har in situated 

physically far from it, within a former public school owned by the City Hall, to whom the 

association pays a subsidised rent. Here, around thirty volunteers take turns in providing Italian 

classes, a help desk (the “Sportello”) concerning asylum procedures and potential troubles with 

reception centres and some socializing activities, such as an open and self-managed orchestra, 

football matches or trips to the cinema. The volunteers are assisted and supported by two 

employees, respectively the coordinator of the Naga Har and the person in charge for bridging 

it with the wider association. The place provides also two rooms with computers and a 

television, while in the spacious hallway there is a foosball table and a ping-pong one where 

people can play while waiting for the help desk or for the Italian classes. Finally, down the hall 

a corner is dedicated to those who want to pray, while, on the opposite side, hot tea and biscuits 

are available on free access to everyone. It is precisely at the Naga Har that I decided to focus 

my observation. Hence, for seven months I have observed, while participating on the basis of 

the volunteers’ requests, both to the Italian classes and to the help desk. At the same time, I 

have dedicated some time participating to the less formal activities that develop alongside the 

 
10 From an interview to Italo Siena, the founder of the Naga, on the website: https://naga.it/wp-
content/uploads/2018/09/La-storia-del-Naga.pdf 
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two above-mentioned services, spending time socializing with migrants. Finally, I have 

participated to some of the monthly evening meetings of the volunteers. As for the other 

presented ethnographic sites, I completed my fieldwork with in-depth interviewees to eight 

asylum seekers and refugees attending the Naga Har, two volunteers and the two coordinators. 

2.1.2.4 Mshikamano: a mixed association born by an alternative radical approach 

The fourth and final ethnographic site composing my fieldwork is an association born from the 

collaboration between some asylum seekers and some Italian activists in the frame of a self-

managed social centre. Self-managed social centres, “Centri Sociali”, are a typically Italian 

radical actor and they form part of a wide social movement constituted of squatted spaces 

animated by groups with a strong ideological position in conflict with contemporary political 

and economic institutions. While sharing with other movements the experience of squatting, 

the “Centri Sociali” are characterized by their focus on social and political activities, instead of 

residential solutions. They embody the heritage of the strong social conflicts of the 1970s in 

Italy, when groups of people started squatting the buildings left empty by the dismantling of 

big factories (Membretti, 1997; Montagna, 2005; Mudu, 2004). The intentional use of these 

spaces is, since then, that of claiming for a direct and informal participation of people to their  

territories’ life, to denounce real estate speculation and to develop a “’constructive resistance’: 

“a combination of protest and alternatives that develop the chance of an opposition to 

neoliberalism” (Routledge in Pecorelli, 2015, p.289). As the Centri sociali have always been 

concerned with issues of solidarity and inclusion, the presence and conditions of migrants has 

since the beginning been one of their main subjects of reflection and action. With the rising of 

the refugee crisis, the Centri Sociali have tried to become the collectors of the claiming energy 

of this particular category of migrants, supporting their moments of revolt and providing a space 

where to increase and contextualise “the perception of injustice and the development of a 

feeling of agency among migrants” (Lotto, 2015, p.269). The scientific interest for them has 

been growing in the last years. Nevertheless, while literature usually focuses on their political 

antagonism and their conflictual potential, shedding light on the many contradictions that may 

develop concerning their relations with migrants (Belloni, 2016; Nicholls and Uitermark, 

2017), few has been written about them as providers of services and concrete support, though 
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certainly still in the frame of an alternative radical approach. Hence, I have chosen to include 

in the observation the work of the association Mshikamano, created in 2017 in the frame of the 

activities of the Milanese self-managed social centre Ri-Make. The encounter between the 

Italian activists and the group of asylum seekers and refugees that would have then given life 

to the association, has occurred in 2015, when the self-managed social centre supported the 

migrants’ protest against the living conditions provided by their reception centre. From that 

moment on, some asylum seekers and the activists of the Centro Sociale started a common path 

made of weekly collective assemblies “aiming at developing regular residential and 

professional opportunities, by using self-management as a tool to ensure sustainable and decent 

working and living conditions”11 and to claim the right to a dignified reception and to 

regularisation through collective demonstrations. The relationship between the two groups has 

developed over time until they have decided, based on the main needs emerged during 

assemblies, to create an association through which “to create a self-managed professional path, 

instead of going around from a precarious job to another, risking to fall into the nets of 

exploitation” (Mshikawhite, Interview 40). The association Mshikamano, which was created 

on February 2017, can be easily conceptualised as a “social movement organisation”, referring 

to “more formalised groups and associations” stemming from and included into social 

movements, that “may enjoy formal and legal recognition and are able to act both within and 

outside the institutional scene” (Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 281). At the moment on fieldwork,  

the group counted nineteen members, including me, thirteen of which are asylum seekers or 

refugees. Besides continuing a collective reflection about issues as resistance and racism during 

the associative assemblies, participating at the demonstrations organized at a city level and 

collaborating with the wider self-managed social centre for supporting its events; the 

association has been trying to regularise its own catering business, started at the end of 2017, 

and it has been trying to respond to its members’ needs in particular through the support during 

the asylum procedures and the provision of a rich social network. Hence, as a researcher and as 

a member of the association and activist, I have been participating actively to all the Sunday 

meetings, the professional activities and the public demonstrations throughout 2018. In 

addition, I could collect ten in-depth individual interviews with the asylum seekers’ and 

 
11 From the Statute of the association Mshikamano 
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refugees members of the association, plus a group interview to the five other Italian activists, 

which took the shape of a collective reflection guided by me through the proposition of some 

themes, though including me as part of the dialogue.  

Once having provided a description of the fieldwork based on the “where” and the “why”, I 

will hereafter dedicate the rest of the chapter deepening the choices concerning my 

methodological approach and methods, as well as a reflection about the political and relational 

aspects of my research. 

2.2 Methods #1: A “multi-sited” ethnography at home  

As I have rapidly introduced above, most of the elements composing my fieldwork emerged 

during its carrying-on, without setting them fully rationally based on a theoretical and strict 

delimitation of the field before entering it. In this sense, new and unexpected insights have been 

defining progressively the object of study, “whose contours, sites and relationships are not 

known beforehand” (Marcus, 1995: 102).  

In this regard, I consider necessary to open a brief parenthesis about the influence that the PhD 

formal schedule have had on the development of research. This is not meant to be a cautionary 

tale, but a first reflexive effort, based on the Bourdieusian suggestion about the bias “linked to 

the position that the analyst occupies in the microcosm of the academic field” (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992: 39). In fact, the very organisation of the doctoral training and its temporal 

delimitation have overdetermined my work in at least two ways. On one hand, the impossibility 

of taking the time for an exhaustive exploratory fieldwork before choosing amongst which 

specific subjects to deepen the observation put on the table the risk of identifying the more 

adequate “ethnographic sites” if not blindly, at least short-sighted. In addition, what emerged 

after some months of fieldwork as an unexpected but intrinsic element of the functioning of 

civil reception – namely the existence of a surprising plurality of very different actors working 

as an implicit and informal network - would have required some additional months of fieldwork 

and the redefinition of some methods to be properly investigated. Instead, I had to restrict 

myself to the attempt of understanding something of it through the narratives of the individuals 

met on the field provided by the four subjects previously chosen as ethnographic sites. Of 

course, based on the resources and constraints that each of us have, the imperative of putting 
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limits to the field has a trivial, but vital practical reason: “we need somehow to define projects 

that we can actually ‘do’” (Passaro, 1997: 161). Nonetheless, this makes social research always 

partial and to be continuously redefined and enriched. Moreover, it also shows that the choices 

concerning one’s own research design are not made solely for methodological and theoretical 

reasons. On the contrary, practical and economical constraints, personal motivations as well as 

dynamics related to the different positions within the academic field also intervene in the 

developing of social investigations.  

Besides these considerations, it is obvious that the fact of focusing on Milan and, within it, to 

observe and work with four different subjects of the civil society is something that I had to 

choose in advance. Both choices reveal my scientific positioning close to that rich stream of 

literature about ethnography, which is critical about classical conception of the ethnographic 

fieldwork as necessarily characterised by geographical and/or social estrangement of the 

ethnographer from his/her fieldwork and by the prolonged plunging into a single specific and 

somewhat virgin social reality. Scholars assuming such critical perspective claim in fact that 

ethnographers have the task of providing “a knowledge constructed in communication with 

his/her field’s subjects, an insider knowledge developed from the subjective positioning of 

subjects” (Althabe, 1990: 39-40). In their view, the insistence of some scholars in claiming the 

vital estrangement of the researcher from his/her fieldwork is actually counterproductive with 

the production of an in-depth knowledge of nearby social realities. This is all the more true, 

when it comes to attempts of reproducing the same distance provided for by ethnographies “du 

lointain” (“faraway ethnographies”, Ibidem: 26) between the researcher and subjects on the 

field into ethnographies “du proche” (“nearby ethnographies”, Ibidem) by way of “transforming 

a social distance into an ethno-cultural separation” (Ibidem: 28). Indeed, Althabe warns about 

the risk of “crystallising and fixing some categorisations, feeding thus exclusion processes” 

(Ibidem: 30). On the contrary, he is partisan of a way of doing ethnography aiming at 

understanding “the way in which interpersonal exchanges are developed and the modes of 

communication structuring them” and at “analysing the way in which ethno-cultural and social 

categorisations are produced, the collective identities to which they correspond and how they 

intervene into daily-life exchanges” (Ibidem).  
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Assuming this methodological perspective, for trying to grasp the multiplicity of approaches 

and practices existing within the city regarding the issue of supporting asylum seekers and 

refugees in their daily experience of it, I have decided to put ethnography in practice within 

four different sites. This methodological decision comes from a conception of space, even if a 

delimited one, as “the sphere of the possibility of the existence of multiplicity in the sense of 

contemporaneous plurality, the sphere where different trajectories coexist” (Massey in Falzon, 

2005: 9). In fact, contemporary cities, as indeed almost every other geographical territory on 

our planet, can no more be thought as homogeneous cultural areas where to observe some social 

behaviour reproduced identically by everyone. The more globalized and de-territorialized the 

world becomes, the more we need to understand even delimited spaces as sites where the 

encounter, the clashing and the contamination among different subjectivities and scales are 

produced. This is why I argue that my ethnography in Milan, despite being focused on just one 

specific city, approaches in many aspects the “multi-sited ethnography” theorized by Marcus 

in 1995. First, even if in a very different way from the most conventional mode of doing multi-

sited ethnography – namely following people - my research is based on the deep and prolonged 

observation of different sites. In fact, despite their proximity in geographical terms, the four 

subjects of the investigation have been specifically chosen for their at least discursive 

divergence in terms of motivations, organisation and actions. In light of what said about 

contemporary space and its heterogeneity and plurality, I argue in fact that, even if situated in 

the same city, the studied subjects, because of their fundamental divergence, should still be 

considered as different sites of a multi-sited ethnography. Falzon reminds us, in fact, that 

“multi-sitedness actually means not just sites, but spatialized (cultural) difference – it is not 

important how many and how distant sites are, what matters is that they are different” (Falzon, 

2009: 13).  

In addition, the difference among the many sites of a multi-sited ethnography, however distant 

these are, grants to this particular method a “de facto comparative dimension in the form of 

juxtapositions of phenomena that conventionally have appeared to be (or conceptually have 

been kept) ‘worlds apart’” (Marcus, 1995: 102). It is in fact the “logic of association or 

connection among sites” (Ibidem: 105) that inspires multi-sited ethnographers, giving an 

original nuance to their comparative approach. In this sense, the level of analysis concerning 
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the existence of a network functioning among different sites of Milan’s civil society that, as 

anticipated, emerged unexpectedly during fieldwork enriching my understanding of an implicit 

functional repartition of roles among them, has brought me on a path similar to the one 

described above. Finally, and again, my work mirrors the characteristics of other multi-sited 

ethnographies regarding the lack of uniformity in respect with fieldwork practices and intensity 

depending on the different sites of the study. In fact, the multi-situated nature of my fieldwork 

has brought with it some issues relatively to the homogeneity of the gathered data. Indeed, I 

had to constantly negotiate my presence and my legitimacy within the different ethnographic 

sites and, depending on the moments and people, I was allowed to more or less participate and 

to develop or not a direct relationship with the migrants participating in the activities proposed. 

The depth of the exchanges with the people on the field and the level of my active participation 

in each site have thus been the result of a co-construction between the subjects of the research 

and me. We understand thus that while doing ethnography, the researcher is “involved in some 

intersubjective relations that oblige him/her to negotiate roles, places and statuses” 

(Campigotto et al., 2017: 9), where the term negotiation implies a non-full independence 

regarding its positioning. This is even more evident when researching different ethnographic 

sites, as “a mobile, recalibrating practice of positioning in terms of the ethnographer’s shifting 

affinities with, as well as alienations from, those with whom he or she interacts at different 

sites” (Marcus, 1995: 113) is a constant during the whole duration of fieldwork and determines 

the type and depth of data. What follows is thus an overview of the different degrees of 

participation and the multiple positioning that I occupied in every one of my ethnographic sites, 

depending above all on the constant, sometimes hard, negotiation of my presence within them. 

Looking at it retrospectively, I realize that I have been tracing almost all the nuances theorized 

by Buford Junker during the 60’s, moving from a very neutral and distant observation within 

the project realized by the trade union to an active and engaged participation to the activities of 

the association internal to the self-managed social centre.  

2.2.1 The multi-positioning of multi-sitedeness 

Concerning the trade union, the very structured organization of the project, based mainly on 

frontal classes, and its limited duration have strongly limited the possibility of a prolonged and 

deep immersion, hampering from my part an active engagement and the attempt of developing 
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a foundation of mutual knowledge and trust such as to facilitate the detailed comprehension of 

the internal dynamics of the project. In addition, the few attempts of approaching the migrants 

attending the project, in order to try to better understand the functioning and the impact of the 

organised action through their interpretation of it, were often hindered by the Italian workers 

managing the classes, as described by the following excerpt of my field notes: 

“Once arrived to the Italian class this morning, I placed myself among the participants 

in front of the teacher, as to observe them from the inside without risking of being 

perceived too evidently as an external and alien subject, and as I did the previous time. 

Nevertheless, this time M. asked me to join her to her desk and there she told me in 

whispers: “I need to ask you to take a step back and to sit down aside simply observing. 

I prefer if you don’t intervene at all during the class or relate to the students. It is not 

personal, you know, it is just for preserving the learning and educational dynamics. You 

know, you are a researcher, you do your job, but I am the teacher, and I have to do mine” 

(Fieldnotes, Labour-Int, March 2018). 

Of course, given the fieldwork relationship, which is “mostly centripetal as it is the observer 

that must adapt to the social world that he/she wants to study” (Peretz, 2004: 49), I did what 

she asked me, feeling anyway disappointed and worried about my chances of leading my own 

fieldwork. In fact, when during the same class some migrant women asked me to join their 

group for working with them, I had to decline, though against my will. In addition, the teacher 

intervened again underlining what my role was, telling to the women: “Caterina is here to 

observe us, not to work with us”, and making of a personal interpretation of my job the only 

possible explanation of my presence there. I caught up as I could during the pauses for coffee 

and for lunch, eating with the students and trying to renegotiate my relationship with them 

despite the imperative explications of the teacher. Nevertheless, this unilateral construction of 

my presence on the fieldwork by the teacher has strongly determined my positioning that 

rapidly settled on the one of a simple observer, with no real participation to the social reality 

that I was observing, and resulted in a big difficulty in grasping migrants’ subjective points of 

view through informal chats or through the proposition of in-depth interviews after having 

known and trust each other. I thus had to formally ask to the person in charge of the project the 
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permission of contacting some of the participants through their contact lists, permission that 

has never been officially denied, but implicitly made impossible by never giving a final and 

clear answer to it. In light of the immobilization that I was experiencing, I finally decided to 

take advantage of a public event organized by the trade union and Milan’s City Hall in May 

2018 where they distributed the attendance certificates to the participants, which were thus all 

there. I sat among the public and, to my initial surprise, Kande, a smiling woman from 

Cameroun with whom I shared some coffees during the previous months, sat by my side, asking 

me: “Where have you been? I haven’t seen you since the last Italian class!”. We started chatting, 

we shared our telephone numbers and we met several times for teas. When I asked her if she 

was available for an in-depth interview, she agreed. In addition, she put me in contact with two 

guys that attended the project with her and that, equally, I met several times informally before 

asking for interviews, which they accepted. Again, they contacted some of their “colleagues” 

telling about my job and me and, thanks to their phone calls, I reached two other people. Thus, 

finally I succeeded in interviewing five among the forty participants to the project, number that 

keeps being limited but that gave me some important insights about the functioning of the 

project and its impact on the participants’ lives, while having the chance at the same time of 

grasping a bit of their existence beyond their participation to that specific activity.  

At the S.A.I., the relationships developed with workers and volunteers were more friendly and 

easy, which allowed a deeper and closer observation. Nevertheless, the very structured 

organisation of the services, similarly to the experience within the project managed by the trade 

union, and a hierarchical organisation of roles, even if acted and experienced softly, have 

determined a positioning as an “observer that participates” (Junker in Peretz, 2004: 50). The 

mentioned participation translated in a daily and direct dialogue with the workers that, for their 

part, have let me be present to all their meetings with migrants and always took the time to 

confront me about the individual situations of every person met. Despite an open and 

welcoming attitude towards me since the very beginning of my observation in February 2018, 

the very organization of the appointments though and the necessity of keeping control on the 

carrying out of the usual activities and, implicitly, on my presence and participation, resulted 

in the impossibility of triggering a direct relationship with the migrants that turn to the S.A.I 

for assistance. On one side, it is important to underline that the S.A.I, no matter the subject of 
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the requested help – legal support, housing issues, employment orientation – functions through 

individual and often scheduled meetings between workers and/or volunteers and migrants. 

These appointments last no more than one hour and they are scheduled once a month at most, 

resulting in a contingent presence of migrants, which, in turn, made difficult the development 

of a relationship with them. The encounter with some of them passed thus through the 

intervention of the workers, which asked to their interlocutors if they were available in meeting 

me for an in-depth interview, explaining to them what my job was, or at least how they 

interpreted it. This passage, which, even if in a less spontaneous way compared to what I would 

have preferred, allowed anyway the gathering of interesting and deep narratives, was in addition 

supervised by the person in charge of the office, whose kind presence and good-natured 

personality was though coupled with an authoritative role influencing both my “freedom of 

movement” and that of the workers, who told me more than once: “No problem for me, but we 

need to ask P. before”. This hierarchical dynamic affected in particular the carrying out of 

interviews, which I was asked to organise inside the structures of the S.A.I., during the working 

time, with no audio recording and no questions about the experience of people before arriving 

in Italy. These requests were justified telling me that: “We have the responsibility of protecting 

the people that we work with, in particular those that you are interested in, asylum seekers and 

refugees. They are vulnerable people, and it is better not to dive in their traumatic experiences. 

In addition, the fact of recording them could upset them or make them feel in danger, so it is 

better to avoid it, ok?” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., April 2018). Leaving out for the moment the possible 

sociological interpretation of such kind of argument, which does not take into consideration 

both the capacity of asylum seekers and refugees to advocate for themselves and that of the 

researcher to create a situation where to feel at ease and safe, the practical issues of it for my 

research appear quite evidently. In particular, the issue of no recording made difficult to remark 

and grasp every nuances of migrants’ narratives, despite the notes taken. In addition, the fact of 

interviewing in the same place which I wanted to know something about may have obstructed 

the spontaneous expression of feelings of disappointment or disagreement. Nevertheless, during 

the nine interviews that I finally succeeded in organising, personal experiences of migration 

paths and motivations as well as narratives about traumatic experiences or painful memories 

emerged without me asking explicitly, showing in some way the urgency of sharing and entrust 
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to someone when they feel they can do it safely, despite the attempt of “protecting them from 

pain” by their Italian supporters.  

Concerning the third ethnographic site, the Naga Har, despite the formal communication about 

the reasons why I wanted to enter the association, which materialized into the signature of a 

waiver and the negotiation about the duration of my activity with the person in charge of 

managing all the external collaborations and internships, my presence as a researcher left 

rapidly room for a high degree of participation. The ride-along of different volunteers, which 

was important both in terms of time and of direct intervention, and the provision of some 

personal competences from my part, have rapidly guided me towards a positioning as a 

“participant that observes”, where “the researcher’s observation activities are not concealed, 

but they are hidden or subordinate to his/her activities as a participant” (Junker in Peretz, 2004: 

50). On one side, this kind of positioning allowed a continuous exchange with the volunteers 

and the migrants as well as the comprehension of some dynamics and attitudes through the 

direct experience of them. This subjective and personal experience of the “volunteer’s position” 

was extremely important as, like argued by Norbert Elias, “to understand how some groups 

function it is fundamental to know from the inside how people live their group and that of other 

people, and this you cannot know it without an active participation and implication” (Elias, 

1983: 111). On another side, though, it has also often raised some issues concerning the 

understanding on the part of my interlocutors of the duality that characterised my presence 

among them and that, in some cases, brought up some uncomfortable feelings towards it, as per 

account of E.B., who repeated sarcastically more than once: “Oh right! You are here also to fill 

out our Report cards!” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, October 2018) whenever I took out my notebook 

to take some memo. Thus, this specific ethnographic site, as the fourth one, faced me with the 

inherent ambiguity linked with the presence and the participation of the ethnographer on his/her 

fields, especially when he/she deals with a field that he/she has some affinities and familiarity 

with. I will deepen this issue further below. Nonetheless, the ease with which I have been 

accepted and included in the daily activities and the informality characterising most of the 

existing relationships and spaces inside the association allowed me to deep diving in its 

interstices. In addition, it gave me the chance of relating directly with the migrants hanging 

often out there, which in turn opened the possibility for the organisation of in-depth interviews.  
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Finally, within my fourth ethnographic site, the association of asylum seekers and Italian 

activists that developed as a part of the activities of one of the self-managed social centres in 

Milan, my positioning as a researcher has taken a specific and particular nuance, which has 

raised some discussions throughout the duration of the doctoral training. In fact, having been a 

member of the association and activist of the self-managed social centre since before the 

beginning of my research, I experienced there what has been called by some scholars an 

“observant participation”, where the researcher is “first of all an actor of the field, turning into 

a researcher just once the mission is finished” (Soulé, 2007: 135). In this kind of positioning, 

the moment of taking notes takes place only on the side-lines and at the end of the action. 

Nonetheless, it represents an extremely important passage because it is the moment where the 

actor leaves room to the researcher “in his/her effort to pull him/herself out of the usual ways 

of acting and thinking, in order to develop a real analytical capacity” (Ibidem: 130). My 

experience as an observant participant within this ethnographic site is even more complex and 

specific, as I entered it at the beginning as an undergraduate student in order to write my final 

research paper and I decided afterwards to keep attending it, feeding the relationships and the 

projects that were born during my previous observational period. These same relationships and 

projects have alongside encouraged a continued intellectual reflection about issues of reception, 

political activism and representation and asylum seekers and refugees’ experiences more in 

general, which functioned as a bridge to the choice of investing in a doctoral project. Thus, my 

role as a researcher and as a member of the group are intrinsically linked to each other and they 

have been feeding mutually, attributing a great importance to the intersubjective nature of the 

ethnographic field where, playing the role of an observant participant, “the emphasis moves 

from the observation of the other to the observation of the human relation between oneself and 

the other” (Tedlock in Soulé, 2007: 131). I was in this case an integral part of the observational 

field, as much as my relationships with all the other actors of it. Despite the richness of the 

empirical data gathered through this specific positioning, which have in turn enriched the action 

and the reflection internal to the association, it has raised some difficulties at the moment of 

leaving more space to my researcher identity through the proposition of in-depth interviews. 

The generalized surprise in reaction to my request is summarized by Aboubekr’s words, which 



121 
 

help in grasping the difficulty of understanding the dual identity of the researcher for individuals 

that are bound to him/her beyond its scientific work:   

“‘But Cate, you are my friend, you already know everything about me’, told me 

Aboubekr when I asked him if we could find some time for an interview. I didn’t know 

how to reply for a moment, and then I told him: ‘Well, yes, but this could be the chance 

for speaking about which are the problems of the association or every other thing that 

you feel to, without having other twenty ears listening. Moreover, this would be precious 

for my work at university’. He accepted smiling, but I realized in that moment that it 

would have been that hard with every other member of the association to explain why I 

was proposing to interview them” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, October 2018).  

Nevertheless, and not without some initial grimaces on their part and some discomfort for my 

part, most of them finally accepted, and they delivered very rich and inspiring narratives. In 

addition to what presented on the previous paragraph, I also had the possibility of tapping into 

my personal relationship with the other members of the association, which brought me to be at 

their side in Court during the hearings concerning their asylum request or during their meetings 

with lawyers, and to analyse them as part of my fieldwork material. I will mobilize though this 

data just as far as I feel that I am not crossing the border of ethics and of the respect of their 

private lives and of our friendship.  

2.2.2 Swinging between familiarity and otherness at “home” 

The description of the last ethnographic site leads me directly to the second element of my 

research siding with critical definitions of ethnography, which oppose against a hierarchy 

among fieldworks “according to the degree of Otherness from an archetypal ‘home’” (Gupta 

and Ferguson, 1997: 13). Indeed, if we were to rely exclusively on it, “some places would 

necessarily be more “not home” than others, and hence more appropriate, more ‘field-like’” 

(Ibidem). My fieldwork, thus, would be questionable in various ways. In fact, I have been 

researching at “home” doubly: from the perspective of the chosen city, which is the one where 

I live and I grew up in, and from the one of the deep ties with some of the observed sites. 

Nevertheless, an interesting collection of essays coordinated by the above-quoted Gupta and 

Ferguson in 1997 raises with strength and scientific relevance the question of “the spatialization 
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of difference” and of the conceptualization of otherness, arguing that “home is from the start a 

place of difference” (Ibidem: 33). In this sense, otherness and distance should not be 

conceptualised and analysed simply in geographical terms. On the contrary, as Louise Debouny 

has argued, “the gap between near and far is continuously redefined depending on some criteria 

against which the researcher is qualified as ‘other’” (Debouny, 2017: 123). This conception of 

distance brings me back to the conception of space proposed at the beginning of the chapter, 

refusing the definition of a place as uniform and unambiguous. As we have seen while speaking 

about my different positioning on the field, in fact, I have been perceived, and in turn I felt, 

more or less “other” depending on the civil organisation that I was investigating. This kind of 

experience is well described by the figure of the “multiple native” proposed by Mascarenhas-

Keyes and mobilised by Alice Sophie Sarcinelli in her works about Roma families in Italy, who 

explains that “by circulating between some familiar social worlds and others which were totally 

unknown to me, I was perceived differently depending on the environments, approaching the 

figure of the ‘multiple native’” (Sarcinelli, 2017: 18). Besides the construction of otherness, the 

issue of geographical distance from home plays also a role, still following the classical 

anthropological conception of ethnographic research, in the possibility of a real and complete 

immersion into the field. It could be assumed, in fact, that researching at “home”, one can enter 

and exit the field whenever he/she wishes, depriving the observational work of some of its 

density. On the contrary, my experience meets the one narrated by Joanne Passaro concerning 

her study about homeless people in New York during the 1990s. She tells, in fact, that she didn’t  

“enter and re-enter the field every day: the New York I lived, worked and played in was all “the 

field”, whether I was at the opera, eating Ukrainian food in the East Village or at a homeless 

shelter” (Passaro, 1997: 153). Milan has been the same for me: while the four ethnographic 

sites described above represented the central focus of my observation, the issue of the presence 

and the reception of asylum seekers and refugees in the city emerged in every corner of it, while 

travelling on the metro, passing near to some social canteen for going back home, reading a 

book within a public park, chatting with friends about the association or looking at them buying 

a lighter from a street vendor. Hence, contrary to what is generally supposed the researcher 

investigating at home is often continuously immersed and wrapped in his/her fieldwork. The 

difficulty lies, eventually, in how and if it is possible to exit it at some point. Finally, beyond 
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questions of distance, it is also important to say that, while having a knowledge of the city 

because of the fact of living there, this “proximity tie is based on a knowledge in terms of 

locations, not in terms of the subject of study” (Weber and Noiriel in Sarcinelli, 2017: 20).  

Despite the importance of these considerations for my research, I have nonetheless adopted 

some strategies in order to be able of producing some analytical distance from a fieldwork that 

I knew would have confronted me with some challenges regarding the mentioned issues. First, 

while having started the doctoral training with the idea of researching exclusively self-managed 

social centres, a subject which is not often taken into consideration as one of the actors of civil 

society providing services and support to asylum seekers and refugees, I have finally decided 

to extend my observation to three other civil organisations, trying to understand their different 

practices and the synergies in place among them. This choice has been certainly guided by 

theoretical reasons, as the literature about asylum seekers and refugees’ urban presence insists 

on a local governance acted by a plurality of subjects and about the importance of taking them 

into consideration as a whole system. In addition, though, my personal tie with the world of 

self-managed social centres has also influenced this stand as I considered useful to dive into 

sites which were unknown to me, such as the trade union and the Caritas, in order to produce 

some sort of “anthropological disorientation”, which could help me in putting in perspective 

even my experience within the most familiar environments. Nevertheless, I need again to open 

a brief parenthesis against the generalized belief that being part of the social reality that one is 

studying means necessarily to lose the capacity and the will of keeping an analytical gaze about 

it. The uncomfortable sensation of inadequacy to which one is confronted with when facing this 

kind of belief is shared by all the researchers working with their own communities, feeling that 

they are heard as “‘natives’ – speaking for ‘their own people’, maybe even ‘advocates’” 12 

(Weston in Gupta and Ferguson, 1997: 33). I argue instead that, precisely because they care 

“for the realisation of a project that exceeds the scientific observation of an object or a field” 

(Soulé, 2007: 136), these researchers are even more motivated to dig rigorously into the 

interstices of the processes that they observe, while being part of them, trying in this way to 

understand their critical issues and how to modify them. Considering that the ethnographer is 

 
12 I took the liberty of changing Weston’s quote using the plural in order to harmonize the text. Here is her 
official quote: “heard as a “native” – speaking for “her own people”, maybe even “an advocate””. 
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frequently an actor among others within the social reality that he/she tries to understand, his/her 

task is not “to neutralise his/her implication considering it an obstacle, but rather to make of it 

one of the elements of his/her knowledge production” (Althabe, 1990: 40). For sure, the 

intellectual exercise of reflecting about something that we think to know well and that we care 

about is not a simple one. It requires in fact to be vigilant and to stand back sometimes in order 

to observe with some coldness, while at the same time avoiding of falling into the trap of the 

Bourdeusian “intellectual bias”. Bourdieu taught us in fact that “whenever we fail to subject to 

systematic critique the ‘presuppositions inscribed in the fact of retiring from the world and from 

action in the world in order to think that action’, we risk collapsing practical logic into 

theoretical logic” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 39-40), thus not understanding fully the 

reasons and motivations for that practice.  

In my view, the use of research methods complementary to direct observation that allow the 

passage from a totally informal register to a more formal one, may facilitate the achievement 

of a necessary balance between observation and participation, thought and action, while keeping 

a due accountability towards the subjects that one is working with on the field. Beyond the 

additional data that they would have let me collect, this is thus the fundamental reason why I 

have decided to propose in-depth interviews to some of the individuals met on the field. 

2.3 Methods #2: Interviewing for unmasking me 

As mentioned, after some months of observation within the different organisations, I have 

decided to propose to some asylum seekers and refugees as well as to some civil organisations’ 

members to meet me for in-depth interviews. The scientific aim of interviews was that of 

enriching the understanding of the role of such organisations in asylum seekers and refugees’ 

existence from their direct narrative, trying to grasp it not as an answer to an explicit question 

but rather through a reference to them within a broader biographic tale. This choice was guided 

by the interest in understanding their contemporary condition as deeply linked both to the 

structural and current elements of the reception context in which they find themselves and to 

their personal previous experience. In fact, despite observing the particular, ethnography must 

also give “further contextual meaning to particular lives by demonstrating their integration 

within more inclusive social forms” (Gay y Blasco and Wardle in Falzon, 2009: 5). I argue in 
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fact that asylum seekers and refugees’ possibility and ability of recovering and developing 

autonomous, self-determined and conscious inclusion paths within their reception contexts do 

not lie exclusively in the here and now. On the contrary, it depends and is influenced by an 

accumulation of experiences and relationships that have defined their identity and their ways 

of looking at and interacting with the external world over time. For understanding their current 

condition and interpretation of it, it is thus fundamental to take into consideration also their 

migration experience and that preceding it, namely their lives in their countries of origin. In this 

sense, it seems to me that the above-mentioned multi-sitedness lies also, and above all, within 

people, who carry with them the experience of different places, societies and relationships.  

About the sample of people to interview, it was not relevant to me the age or the gender of the 

interviewees, but rather the length of their stay in Milan. I needed in fact to collect the word of 

people having experienced the city and its civil society from at least six months. Through 

different channels, some of which – as previously mentioned – were more comfortable than 

others to me, I succeeded in interviewing 32 people, aged from 20 to 50, and mostly from West 

Africa. Annexe 1 is a detailed list of all the interviews carried out. Only three among the 

interviewees came from Asia, precisely from Afghanistan, and two from South America, 

precisely Venezuela and El Salvador. Only four of them were women, which I somewhat 

expected as the numbers concerning asylum in Italy usually show a higher presence of men. 

Data on asylum applicants in 2017, the year preceding my fieldwork, is explanatory in this 

sense: out of 128.850 requests, only 20.635 were presented by women (Eurostat, 2018). 

Numbers, though, are not the only reason for the fact of meeting less women within civil society 

organisations offering support to asylum seekers and refugees beyond institutional reception. 

In fact, based on their “vulnerability”, characteristic that is certainly hetero defined but still very 

effective, women are often included into the system in a longer and more comprehensive way. 

Just think about the statements from Italian political leaders regarding one of the last impasses 

about reception, the landing of the “See Watch” ship in Malta in January 2019 after 19 days 

waiting on the open seas for a port to be opened. “We will take care of women and children, 

giving another lesson about humanity to the rest of Europe. No child nor mother can keep 

staying on the sea, being held hostage to the selfishness of European countries”, argued the 

back-then vice-Prime Minister Luigi Di Maio on the issue. From the very beginning, thus, 
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women, mothers in particular, are framed as weaker and more worthy of reception and 

protection compared with young, single men. This dynamic does not concern just asylum 

seekers and refugees, but the organisation of welfare more in general. Still on her study about 

homeless people in NYC, Joanne Passaro observes in fact that “welfare is maternalist and 

protectionist, designed to protect women and children” (Passaro, 1997: 158). This does not 

mean that the organisation of this very protection is automatically efficient and empowering. 

On the contrary, Passaro continues, “welfare policies are designed to keep women dependent 

and in need of paternal and patronizing Uncle Sam” (Ibidem: 159). Nevertheless, it does mean 

that while “mothers, or potential mothers, are thought to deserve special treatment and 

protection, homeless men are seen as “dangerous” and “aggressive”, and they are left to the 

streets” (Ibidem: 160). In the same way, and unsurprisingly, most of the asylum seekers and 

refugees met during my fieldwork external to institutional reception were men, as women do 

not need, or need less, the services offered by civil society.  

Certainly, the multi-sitedness of my research approach was reflected also in my interviews, 

which, being left opened and scarcely structured, let to interviewees a wide range of 

independence concerning what to say and how to do it. In this sense, the nature of my 

relationship with interviewees played a role in the depth and richness of their narratives. Despite 

being worried before starting that my intimate friendship relationship with some of them could 

curb the emergence of feelings of disillusion, disappointment or anger, I rapidly realized 

surprisingly that it was functioning the other way around. While interviews with people close 

to me have reached an intense degree of depth and sincerity, developing as very direct and 

informal dialogues because our being already used to talk like this, the less I knew my 

interviewees the more I had to structure and lead the interview and, at the same time, I felt a 

resistance in breaking a typified discourse for diving into personal opinions and feelings. This 

shows on one side the need of qualitative research, ethnography in particular, for a long time of 

investigation, as one of the main conditions for its success is “the quality of the relations built 

with the members of the studied group” (Caratini, 2017:129). In this sense, the profound 

relational characteristic of ethnography makes of it a very strenuous practice, as it overbearingly 

enters the subjective and intimate world of the researcher. Martin De la Soudière has stated on 

the subject that while doing ethnography “we are pervaded, colonized by the very idea of others. 
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Doing fieldwork means to psychologically expose oneself to the ‘Other’” (De la Soudière, 

1988: 97). Besides the latter aspect, which the researcher learns to manage during its experience 

of fieldwork, his/her personal investment and implication brings into the game a sort of 

ambiguity with which the researcher is unfold. Sometimes, this is used consciously by the 

researcher as a strategy for camouflage. It is the case for example of Patrick Brunetaux and 

Corinne Lanzarini that, in an article of 1998, defended the use of the practice of the 

“dédoublement” (duplication, splitting, dissociation), based on the “embodiment of a 

recognized internal role (expert, partner, volunteer) […] in order to rely on the ordinary forms 

of social exchanges, giving to the interview the appearance of a conversation” (Brunetaux and 

Lanzarini, 1998 : 167-168). “The difference with formal interviews”, they argued, “is 

immeasurable, as the person does not know that she/he is speaking to a researcher, and she/he 

simply confides in someone close” (Ibidem: 168). In my view, this represents a very violent 

practice, which disregards the borders of ethics and respect. It stays true, though, that the 

ambiguity linked to the presence of the researcher on the field as an outsider and an insider at 

the same time often emerges despite his/her more or less overt attempts of clarifying his/her 

scientific role, as shows Alice Sophie Sarcinelli telling that “while having clarified more than 

once the reasons of my presence, the family kept considering me as their friend and sponsor 

during the whole investigation, leaving aside my status as a researcher” (Sarcinelli, 2017: 24). 

This is why, besides the scientific reasons explained above, and choosing a diametrically 

opposed intellectual positioning compared with Brunetaux and Lanzarini’s, I decided to 

propose formal, even if opened and non-structured interviews. In fact, my personal political 

positioning for the importance of supporting asylum seekers and refugees’ autonomy, which 

inevitably influenced the scientific choice of studying if and how this is done by civil society, 

required to find the adequate tool to make my identity as a researcher clear, giving to them the 

chance of choosing autonomously what they wanted to tell me or not.  

We see thus that scientific relevance and rigour are not the only reasons why we choose our 

subjects of study and our methods. It is in fact more and more recognized and accepted that 

social researchers’ political and social experiences and commitments influence and guide their 

investigations, without automatically endangering their scientific value, as argued by Christian 

Ghasarian: “the choice of a subject of study, and thus of the field, is determined by elements 
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which are linked to the researcher’s experience. This choice is rarely innocent” (Ghasarian, 

1997: 191). My scientific choices are thus deeply influenced by my commitment for a 

libertarian development of the right to migrate and for a broader independence of action and 

choice on the part of migrants. In this sense, Norbert Elias has stated that “researchers cannot 

stop participating to the political events of their groups and time, nor they can avoid being 

affected by them. Their very participation, their commitment is one of the premises thanks to 

which they can understand the problems that, as scientists, they have to solve” (Elias, 1983: 

111). Being something that has always been playing an important role in my way of doing 

research, I consider relevant and due to close this methodological chapter on this issue. 

2.4 Reflexivity: The political and relational side of science 

More than one century ago, Durkheim said that “sociology wouldn’t be worth an hour of pain 

if it hadn’t some practical usefulness” (Durkheim, 1988). On this basis, I claim to be a partisan 

of a research that tries to cause some change within situations of social injustice. In this sense, 

between conventional researchers, “which study culture to describe it”, and critical ones, 

“which study culture for changing it” (Ibidem), I feel to belong to the latter, as I cannot identify 

with a research whose main goal is simply the pleasure for knowledge. Following Fassin’s 

typology about the three archetypal kinds of relationship existing between commitment and 

distance from the subject of study, I could say, thus, to identify with the involved position, 

which “leads to the favouring of proximity during action and distance during analyse, (…) 

implying crossing the symbolic line between knowledge and action” (Fassin, 1999:59-60). I am 

convinced in fact, and I experienced it, that when studying some particular issues, and social 

sciences more in general, we are never just researchers: working, speaking, sharing with people 

on the fieldwork every day we need to be, and actually we often are, also practitioners, decision-

makers, activists. Some of us are also migrants. Accepting and valuing all these identities means 

in my view to fill our works with a transformative character and having the chance of 

contributing to the social change. This is why, besides theoretical considerations, I chose to opt 

for a qualitative micro approach. The latter, in fact, does not represent just a methodological 

choice, but also a political one. Indeed, I argue that choosing to give space and value to asylum 
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seekers and refugees’ first-hand experience and interpretations means to pick the side of the 

development of a narrative different from the top-down established one.  

For sure, the researcher’s engagement on his/her field may take very different forms. Setha Low 

and Sally Engle Merry have analysed many of them, going from the provision of “economic, 

material, and social resources, both at home and in the field” (Low and Engle Merry, 2010: 

208), to the choice of playing the role of “witness in Court, denouncing the violation of human 

rights” (Ibidem: 210), till the more radical militant research, defined by Charles Hale as “a 

method through which one claims one’s own political alignment with an organised group of 

people struggling” (Hale in Ibidem: 211). Of course, these and other many forms of engagement 

and action overlap on the field, depending, once more, on the site where one is investigating 

and the kind of relationship that developed with the subjects of the research over time. Hence, 

I have modulated my intervention depending on the situation where I have found myself, too. 

In some cases, I used some information available to me and the network of relationships built 

during and beyond fieldwork to orientate people towards the best site where to find an answer 

to their questions, as detailed in my field notes about one of the many meetings between a social 

worker and a migrant observed at the S.A.I.: 

“A young man from Ivory Coast came to see M. today. She was replacing L.C. providing 

the first receptive meeting with migrants in need for a place to sleep. The guy didn’t 

speak Italian, and he was quite unsettled. M. explained to him that it was a meeting to 

know each other and to understand if they could give him a place at the “Rifugio”, 

underlining though about the waiting list. She went through his story from his arrival in 

Italy, asking many questions. Urged to speak about his experience, he quite quickly 

started to tell about his legal difficulties, his existential desire to get some papers, his 

lawyer who does not “work good”, and his need for help about his appeal. M. has shaken 

her head, claiming that “this is not why you are here, we do not speak about legal issues”, 

and trying to focus on the reasons why he is on the street – while not considering though, 

that legal issues are one of the main reasons for being on the street – as if every aspect 

of one’s social, legal, economic condition was not linked to the other. The guy was 

already on an unstoppable flow though, and he called a friend who speaks Italian to 
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better explain to M. his legal situation. M. got annoyed, she took the phone and she 

simply said: “Sorry, but I don’t mind about this right now, you’ll speak to your friend 

later”. Then, she turned to the guy telling: “I have already told you that this is not the 

place to speak about your document. If you want a place to stay, then ok, but if this is 

not why you are here you go and take an appointment with the lawyer”. The guy has 

suddenly gone silent, almost alienated. He had a sad gaze. “You can maybe send him to 

the Naga Har”, I suggested, “so that he doesn’t have to wait some weeks to speak with 

someone about his issues. They are open this afternoon; do you mind if I write a small 

message to them to introduce him?”. She agreed, so I explained to the guy about the 

Naga Har, how to get there, and that they know me. I wrote a small message for the 

volunteers at the Naga, so to facilitate their work, and I told the guy that I would have 

been there tomorrow, if he wanted to wait” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., April 2018). 

In other cases, I have acted in close collaboration with the Italian workers or volunteers, making 

me available for helping them out in extraordinary situations, beyond the normal course of their 

activities. This is how I’ve found myself an afternoon in July picking up a young girl from 

Nigeria and her 5 years old kid who had been sent back to Italy from the Netherlands and 

walking them to a squat of migrants known by the volunteers of Naga, where we agreed to leave 

them for that night, waiting to find a more stable solution. Once there, the girl was feeling 

uncomfortable, so I stayed with them till night, trying to reassure her and to alleviate the 

situation. We had pizza together, I played with her young girl and I left just when she had the 

certainty that E.B., the volunteer who asked me to pick her up, would have come the morning 

after.  

Finally, as I already mentioned above, I had certainly been involved in a dynamic of militant 

research concerning the self-managed social centre observed, as I was part of it even before the 

beginning of the fieldwork, and I considered myself as one of the subjects to observe throughout 

the investigation. I have already faced in the previous pages the problems that this kind of 

positioning could make emerge from the perspective of a classical and rigid scientific approach. 

As anticipated, I adopt though the idea that “as long as they are submitted to empirical evidence, 

a political motivation or an emotional investment in one’s own subject of research may be a 
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powerful driving for scientific findings” (Neveu, 2003: 110). Indeed, I believe that 

methodological rigour and action neutrality are not the same and that the first can be preserved 

even if the researcher acts on his/her field. 

Beyond political commitment, all the possible forms of engagement are indeed also part of the 

dynamic of gift and counter-gift, which is typical of the relationship between researchers and 

researched on the field. The already mentioned De la Soudière argued in fact that: « the fruit of 

the guilty conscience of a profession with a very uncertain end is the attempt of establishing a 

“real” communication with the studied population. To wish, us too, to give something, instead 

of simply receiving. To be essentially, concretely, of some use” (De la Soudière, 1988: 98). 

Engagement, thus, is not exclusively political. Instead, it takes the shape of an emotional and 

relational involvement when we find ourselves in the position of having to return something to 

those who let us finalise our job by devoting time and trust to us. Sometimes, asylum seekers 

and refugees have experienced the simple fact of me being there and taking the time to listen 

as a gift. “Thank you for listening”, they often told me, “you are a very nice person”. 

Nevertheless, this sense of gratitude from their part provoked some ambiguous feelings in me. 

I felt happy and useful, but at the same time as a bit of a fraud. I have never felt at ease using 

their need for talking for my own purposes. The end of the formal interviews was always the 

most difficult moment: I was seldom able to simply thank them and bid them goodbye, some 

empathy usually developed during their tale and I always opened the chance for seeing each 

other again. This naturally fed multiple personal relationships, which often crossed the borders 

of fieldwork. It is not unusual thus to have my phone ringing with calls or messages from people 

met on the field, asking for advises or simply inviting me for a coffee. The professional 

relationship has often left place to the personal, entering my private, sometimes overbearingly. 

On this issue, I think that more time and effort should be dedicated during doctoral trainings to 

share this kind of experience and to help young researchers in seeking the best way to find a 

balance between formality and informality, the professional and the personal. Collective efforts 

should be made to exit the researcher from his/her solitude, which often squashes him/her and 

burden his/her job. Besides these considerations, though, I however chose to invest my private 

in the relationship with most of the people met on the field, as I am convinced that research 
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cannot but be intersubjective and dialogical, recognizing to the other his/her value and 

legitimation as a person, even before than as a source of knowledge.  

The pages that follow are the result of the analysis and interpretation of what observed, listened 

to and experienced on fieldwork. 
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3. RECEPTION OUTSIDE RECEPTION. REASONS, CHARACTERISTICS AND 

DILEMMAS OF CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS’ LOCAL SUPPORT TO 

ASYLUM SEEKERS AND REFUGEES  

In this chapter, I will present to the reader what fieldwork has showed me concerning the 

intervention of the four above-mentioned civil society’s actors in terms of theoretical 

objectives, actual practices, limits and shadows.  

To get started, in the first paragraph I will expose those that I have identified as the reasons why 

so many asylum seekers and refugees pour into the waiting rooms of civil organisations, despite 

the existence of an institutional reception system officially charged to take care of them. In this 

sense, I will argue that migrants’ precarious conditions at the arrival are coupled with and 

worsen by a procedural and disorganised reception machine and a complex and chaotic 

bureaucracy. All that provokes a condition of precariousness and abandon that pushes asylum 

seekers and refugees towards civil society in order to find some foothold and chances of 

carrying on with their lives. Addressing the question, I don’t mean to argue that civil society’s 

organisations intervene exclusively where the State fails to do it, as many empirical analysis 

and theoretical statements have often underlined that they rather flourish where a strong 

democratic and responsive State is present. Rather, I intend to provide an interpretation of 

asylum seekers and refugees’ subjective experiences focusing on their motives to look outside 

institutional reception.  

In the second and final paragraph of the chapter, I will focus on the internal dynamics of the 

four observed actors of civil society13. What has mattered to me is not so much the distinct 

typologies of activities provided, which are finally quite similar, even if in different forms, but 

what connects or differentiates these actors in terms of organisation, representations, impacts 

and kind of relationship with asylum seekers and refugees. In this sense, it will be interesting 

to observe the emergence of a practical convergence among actors with different histories and 

perspectives, which anyway strongly influence the action of civil society’s actors provoking 

some important divergences, mainly in terms of internal organisation, competences and original 

motives for acting.  

 
13 For the purpose of allowing an easier reading, I will from now on call them “civil organisations” 
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3.1 A bureaucratic reception without care 

I entered the field in January 2018. As already mentioned, the first months of research I decided 

to stand in a position of observer, more or less actively implied into the activities of each of the 

selected actors according to their nature and requests, and to let intuitions emerge from the day-

to-day experience. What I first noticed is the significant number of migrants - male, young, 

west-African asylum seekers and refugees in the first place - addressing those places in a variety 

of ways: asking for juridical support, looking for a job or an accommodation, spending time 

playing or chatting, studying, praying, discussing, self-organizing and even doing laundry.   

I have even crossed some of them in more than one of the observed actors, first clue of a civil 

system of support much more reticulated that it could seem at a first and superficial glance.  

How does it come that so many people are turning to civil society’s actors, which are not 

officially part of the national reception system, asking for even the most basic help, for instance 

to book an appointment for the renewal of their permit through the online platform of the 

Questura? This was the first question than came to my mind once entered the field, whose 

answer emerged mainly from in-depth interviews during the second phase of fieldwork. In fact, 

the narrations of many of the interviewees delivered to me the picture of a national reception 

system often incapable of healing the wounds, be they physical or psychological, accumulated 

through complicated and dangerous migratory paths during which almost the totality of the 

migrant interviewees experienced hunger, thirst, torture, slavery and prison, and to provide the 

basic conditions for them to recover their health and resources and to put them to good use for 

building a dignified, stable and autonomous future.  

- Not all of them are real refugees, so why should we spend money for them? -, someone could 

say. - Most of them are here just for earning money and have resources enough for taking care 

of themselves -, some others would add. And finally: - We cannot welcome them all -. Maybe 

true. Yet, even leaving aside for now the above-mentioned debate about the timeliness of the 

rigid separation of administrative statuses within the wider category of “the migrant”, which 

includes asylum seekers and refugees (indeed, it is by now generally acknowledged among 

scholars that the reasons for migrating are usually manifold at the same time); voluntary 

ignoring the reality of the numbers which tells us that, even in its most crowded years, Italy has 
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been hosting only a small number of the overall amount of asylum seekers and refugees 

worldwide (UNHCR’s data about 2020 states that the 85% of refugees around the world are 

hosted by ten countries, among which Italy is not included); and overlooking the themes of 

social justice as well as of human compassion and solidarity, it still stands that the individual 

right to ask for protection is guaranteed to anyone under the Italian Constitution as well as under 

the International law that Italy has decided to subscribe. From this fact, it follows the obligation 

to grant a dignified reception to all those asking for asylum, independently from the results 

which that same request would produce. In this sense, the words of the head of the team 

responsible for asylum seekers and refugees within the CELAV (Milan municipal work office), 

who I interviewed in April 2018, seem to me particularly relevant: 

“The enormous waiting time for the final answer to the asylum request cannot take away 

from people the chance to grow and develop new competences. It is their right. I think 

we have to work for people supporting them in their personal evolvement as individuals 

regardless of the future obtention, or refusal, of international protection. Everyone has 

the right to its chance to personal development and professional training; what will come 

at the end should not matter” (A.G., Interview 41) 

According to this vision the “conditions of possibility” for a gradual inclusion of asylum seekers 

within the Italian society should be provided as a basic right through institutional reception, no 

matter the final results of the asylum procedure. Instead, the analysis of the gathered interviews 

has told me about a careless, procedural, normative, sometimes repressive, often alienating 

national reception which, alongside a chaotic, slow and aseptic bureaucratic machine, 

alternatively and concomitantly keeps asylum seekers and refugees inside the centres in a frozen 

waiting and pushes them outside, expecting from them action and economic independence. As 

I will show hereafter through the personal accounts of interviewees, the shared precarizing and 

disorienting experience of reception, sometimes interrupted by attempts of self-determination 

on the part of asylum seekers and refugees, evolves and presents itself in multiple ways from 

the very arrival of people in Italy until after the obtention of protection, and it explains to a 

larger extent the massive presence of asylum seekers and refugees within civil structures.  
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3.1.1 Arrival in Italy: relief, fear and passivity  

The conditions of the arrival in Italy significantly influence both asylum seekers’ reception and 

integration paths. People like Esperanza and Angelica, who both arrived by plane disguised as 

tourists coming from south American countries, experienced a softer arrival compared to other 

asylum seekers. This, in addition to the chance of enjoying some already structured 

relationships in Milan due to the presence of well-established ethnic communities, does not 

make their reasons for leaving home less legitimate or serious, but has certainly played a central 

role in the triggering and evolution of their path of recovery from the experience of exile, 

adaptation to the new social environment and understanding and definition of their new life 

conditions. The latter becomes clear through their words, when asked about their arrival and 

first period in Italy: 

“When I first came to Italy, a south-American friend was already here and she received 

me as a sister. It was January, it was grey and cold…but I didn’t experience that shock 

that people feel when they change everything. In fact, I knew what I was getting into, I 

knew I could find some help within the south American community” (Angelica, Interview 

20) 

“When I arrived, I immediately started to work with a friend of mine as a babysitter. She 

was here since a long time, the guy you saw the other day is her partner. She was a 

classmate and we used to talk every now and then. She was the one who helped me to 

come. So, I arrived in August 2012 with a tourist visa. At the beginning I have lived with 

my friend and her sister. Then, I found a job with an old lady, then another one. Finally, 

I found a third job and I stayed with them for four years.  

Me: How did you find these jobs? 

People talk! My friend and her sister had a lot of friends so when someone knew about 

some job, they told me” (Esperanza, Interview 19) 

Angelica and Esperanza’s accounts are important to keep in mind that people passing through 

institutional reception centres are only a part of the overall amount of asylum seekers in Italy. 

Indeed, the importance of relationships all along the way in Italy, be they “social bonds” or 

“social bridges” in the sense of Robert Putnam's social capital theory, has emerged significantly 
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during fieldwork. Chapter 5 will be actually partly dedicated to this theme. Nevertheless, 

contrary to Esperanza and Angelica, most of the other interviewees arrived crossing the 

Mediterranean sea and through migratory paths that, irrespective of the initial reasons for 

leaving their countries, are characterized by the fact of going towards the unknown, as if, once 

left, they were caught in a spiral of events pushing them always further away with little hold 

over it, as per account of Grace, young Nigerian girl in Italy since 2016: 

“For me, I never planned to come here, I planned to earn some money and go back to 

my country to invest them, but unfortunately, I found myself here, that is it. 

Me: What do you mean with “I found myself here?” 

Yes, I found myself here because it didn’t work out as planned, it happened, everything 

just happened so fast, I never imagined…” (Grace, Interview 28) 

According to most of their narrations, the rescue in international waters and the sighting of the 

Italian coasts ideally mark a turning point in their experience: having survived the precarious 

crossing of part of Africa, escaped the “Libyan hell” and avoided the sinking in the middle of 

the sea, they are finally on the “land of rights”, allowed to breathe a sigh of relief and to rest 

before starting to re-adapt their life projects and to carry on with them. Once stepped foot on 

the land of the Italian South, they are received by a crowd of journalists, NGO’s workers, 

doctors and, of course, police. They are numbered and assigned to their first temporary 

accommodation, CPSA or Hotspots depending on the date of arrival. Gradually, a mix of 

fatigue, disorientation and fear colour their feelings: 

“Me: When you arrived in Italy, did they explain to you about asylum, international 

protection, fingerprints, what does all of this mean?  

Well, they explained a little bit, but not really well. Besides, we were still traumatised, 

and we couldn’t really understand what they were saying. We didn’t know where we 

were, where we were supposed to go, what was going to happen. We were fearful. 

Everything was making us wonder, we ran out of hope with all the weapons that had 

fired at us. We were happy on one side, but there was always that fear deep down…” 

(Jelani, interview 1) 
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This pre-existing fear Jelani talked about doesn’t seem to be mitigated by the first reception in 

Italy, whose identifying and selecting objectives make it be perceived as abrupt and rote to the 

point of arousing unflattering comparisons with what just left: 

“When we got off the boat, we were immediately taken to Trapani in a reception centre. 

Actually, I thought it was a prison because they gave us a number each and said: go in! 

We went in and they locked the doors. I told to myself: I succeeded in leaving Libya and 

I am in prison again. I was scared, you know. I was scared…the whole camp was 

surrounded by barbed wire and it was full of cops, or maybe they were soldiers. I told to 

myself: this is a prison. We were more than 100, 10 for each room. Then there was a 

sort of living room and some showers, but the access was phased by them, we couldn’t 

meet those who were in the other rooms. You see? It was like a prison. Everyone was 

scared of staying there” (Ikram, Interview 12). 

Dreamt or not, chosen or happened, there they are: Europe. The Asylum machine is set in 

motion: medical checks, selection, fingerprints, transfer. In front of their disoriented eyes, their 

next steps are decided. The widely scientific documented process of embodiment of an attitude 

of passivity , intended as the abdication of their “pouvoir-faire”, i.e. “the capacity to 

subjectively act upon and transform one’s world” (Ma Mung, 2009: 27), in favour of exogenous 

perspectives and norms, which is expected from a “real refugee” – except then being asked to 

demonstrate an active and autonomous willingness to integrate - starts immediately. Deprived 

of a clear and exhaustive information concerning the asylum procedure and what it entails, 

asylum seekers claim to live this first phase in Italy in a sort of frozen immobility, at the Grace 

of exogenous decisions about their immediate future, irrespective of personal histories, wishes 

and needs: 

“They didn’t give me details of what was going to happen, they just told me: go there. 

Then they gave me a number. When they called my number, they asked me my age, took 

my fingerprints and told me that people from number X to number Y, including mine, 

would have been transferred immediately to Bergamo. I had never heard about this city 

before” (Charif, Interview 29) 
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The account of Moubachir, young man from Ivory Coast, seems to me particularly telling about 

the perceived violence of such cold mechanisms of selection and sorting. Moubachir was 19 

when he left his country for “building his future, reacting to his dreams”. It was a very fond 

friend of his who convinced him to leave: “my friend convinced me to go exploring with him, 

as we are young and right now back home is not…you know, we needed to look for some better 

chances. He was my best friend, we grew up together and did a lot of things the two of us. 

Indeed, I could say that he is more than a friend, he is like a brother to me”, Moubachir tells 

me. The two young friends start their journey, directed towards Algiers. They cross Burkina 

Faso and reach Niger. They meet a lot of people on the way, a lot of migrants. A woman from 

Niger sees them at the bus station of Niamey, they are so young and lost. She talks to them 

offering to host them for some time, in order for them to rest and plan the rest of their journey. 

They are tired, so they accept, and they stay at her place for 42 days. The woman helps them in 

finding the way to continue their travel, she speaks to some people working as “passeurs”. The 

latter tell Moubachir and his friend that the route to Algiers is not a good one, better go towards 

Libya. They talk to each other and decide to trust what those men are saying. So, they leave for 

Libya: “we had no idea of what we would have experienced…it was hard, people are abused, 

you travel through the desert with no water and the Nigerien patrols are there asking for money. 

If you don’t have any, they beat you, or they leave you under the desert sun”. They succeed in 

reaching Libya, confident that they can finally “find their chance”. It doesn’t take them long to 

realize that it is not the case. They pass from one prison to another, spending all their left money 

to pay their releases, until the last prison, in Tripoli, where they are sold to a Libyan man looking 

for young workers: “he was quite kind, and his wife too. One day she decided to talk to us 

explaining that Libya was without a government and that it was too dangerous for us to stay 

there. She told us that all the blacks were going to Italy, that she could help us to go. We 

accepted, we hadn’t many other options, and they offered to pay for our passage”. Like many 

others, they cross the Mediterranean Sea on a small, overcrowded zodiac: “12 hours on the 

water, I thought we would have died”. Finally, a boat rescues them and they arrive in 

Lampedusa. “When we saw the big boat, I couldn’t believe it, we were safe! And I was still 

with my brother, we had sticked together all the way, passing through hell, I don’t know if I 



140 
 

would have survived without him”. After one month in Lampedusa, they are transferred to 

Sicily and there they are separated: 

“I couldn’t believe it; I couldn’t understand why. They just said: You, Milan. You, 

Treviso. And so, I had to leave without him. They just said that we do not have the same 

problem. He was considered a minor, but a healthy one. Instead, I had this problem to 

my eye, and they said that I have some mental problem too…I told them that it was not 

true, but they just kept telling me to calm down. It was them that were taking decisions 

about me instead of me, what was going to happen, what I should do, where I should go. 

So, they sent him to Treviso, and I was sent in Milan. It was the first time that we were 

apart since Ivory Coast” (Moubachir, Interview 15). 

The separation, although operated on the basis of an attempt to provide different and specific 

reception environments according to age and health conditions, has been subjectively 

experienced by Moubachir in terms of a violent imposition, that has subsequently weakened 

him, making him lose his bearings and feel paralyzed, momentarily unable to function. In many 

occasions, interviewees witnessed to live everything in Italy as it was seen from the outside, to 

the point of making it opaque and confused:  

“After the interview, Muneer and I have smoked a cigarette together. We continued 

chatting about life in Italy, and he seemed very confused, he couldn’t remember well the 

different places where he lived and when…It is as if his life in Italy happened only 

outside of him, without him feeling it, as if he was a simple spectator of it” (Fieldnotes, 

October 2018).  

Nonetheless, the literature about the autonomy of migrations (De Genova, 2017; Mezzadra, 

2004; Nyers, 2015; Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013; Tazzioli, Garelli and De Genova, 2018) 

has taught me not to Fadel into the trap of I, for one, erase asylum seekers’ capacity of acts of 

self-determination and resistance, contributing to deliver the idea of not fully accountable 

“exemplary victims” (Malkki, 1996). Indeed, among the many experiences that I have been 

told, there are those who tried to challenge asylum procedures and rules, giving rise to some 

ping-pong matches between autonomous movements and imposed returns, whose final result is 
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usually that of the impossibility of re-enter reception structures, explaining in part their presence 

within civil organisations. In this regard, Sameer’s experience is a good example. 

Sameer was 33 when I interviewed him in May 2018. He left Afghanistan in 2009 and he 

crossed Iran and Turkey by foot before arriving to Greece, in Patra, where he spent some months 

waiting for his chance to cross the Adriatic sea: “They don’t give anything to you in Greece, 

they just tell you Vaffanculo Malaka! They insult you and the police beats you, they did it more 

than once, they took everything I had away, and they kept telling me: why are you still here? 

Go somewhere else! So, I was just waiting to understand how to escape” (Sameer, Interview 6). 

One night, he mobilised his professional competences as a mechanic to hide fitting the spare 

tire of a truck and waited. The border controls on the Apulian coasts didn’t find him, so he 

waited a little longer and then he tampered with the fuel pump to make the truck stop. When 

the driver opened the truck in order to check it, Sameer emerged from his hiding-place, 

completely covered in black, and he went finding the nearest station. He was near Bologna. On 

the train, he got noticed by the ticket inspector, who called the police: “At the Questura, they 

asked me: are you planning to stay in Italy? I had a friend in London, so I said: I am going to 

London. So, they gave me a sheet to go and they told me: Ok, go!” (Sameer, Interview 6). Aiming 

at London, Sameer travelled until Ventimiglia, where he was stopped by the French police who 

found his train ticket coming from Italy and forced him to stop his journey. He decided to buy 

some time asking for asylum in Italy, and he got to Sicily: “when I asked for asylum, it was 

2009, there weren’t so many reception centres yet, normally they just gave you the commission 

date and stop. There were very big reception centres where the boats arrived, so I thought to go 

to Sicily” (Sameer, Interview 6). There, they gave him an accommodation for one month, just 

enough time to identify him and to get the asylum procedure started, then they transferred him 

to Calabria. Meanwhile, they discovered that Sameer had already left Italy after arriving, so 

they told him that he hadn’t the right to a place within reception centres. He spent six months 

on a beach, sheltered with some other afghans by some abandoned boats. After that, under 

pression of the local press, public authorities stepped in. Unfortunately, Sameer’s temporary 

residence permit had been withdrawn for some checks by police some days before, they didn’t 

check and they thought he was an illegal migrant, so they took him to a CIE. He passed his 

interview for the asylum and waited for his answer still staying in the CIE and, once obtained 
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a 3 years protection, they just released him and told him that he was free to go. He tried to find 

some chance in Rome, but the situation was chaotic: “There is no Sprar, there is nothing, 

everyone was sleeping outside, in tents. Not just afghans, all migrants were sleeping on the 

streets”. So, he decided to reach a friend in the Netherlands. This time, he succeeded. 

Nevertheless, because of the difficulty of finding some job without permit, he decided again to 

try to get to London. He left the Netherlands and reached “the jungle” in Calais. He waited 9 

months, studying the best way to evade controls and to cross the English Channel. Finally, he 

succeeded in entering a boat hiding on a truck. He was not lucky, though. Once in the UK, he 

was immediately caught by the police, identified and transferred to the British equivalent of a 

CIE. The Dublin regulation loomed over him, and he was sent back to Italy. Here, he was urged 

to fend for himself again: “I arrived in Rome, they took my fingerprints again and they told me: 

go! I asked: But where should I go? I have no place to go. They answered: Go and suit yourself, 

it is none of our business” (Sameer, Interview 6). He turned and turned and turned, sleeping outside 

and eating at the many charity canteens. He realized that he would have gone mad carrying on 

like this, so he took the route again, he reached Calais and from there London. Caught by the 

police once again, he is sent back to Italy: “I told them that I had lots of problems in Italy, that 

Italy is not giving me anything. But they told me that they can’t help me. They sent me back to 

Milan three months after” (Sameer, Interview 6).  

Sameer’s intricated experience is not an isolated case and enables to keep within the frame 

asylum seekers and refugees’ agentic competencies, while pointing at the major impact that 

policies and bureaucracies have on them. At the same time, it helps to better understand why 

civil organisations play such an important role towards them. In fact, once back in Italy, Sameer 

would have had the chance of finding a public place to sleep, except that his documents were 

still in the hands of the British police and that Milan municipal procedures didn’t allow to 

provide accommodations in the absence of a paper certifying the legality of one person’s 

administrative condition. This is where the Naga stepped in, supporting Sameer by acting as an 

intermediary between him, the Questura and the municipality and helping him in finally finding 

a place, even if temporary, at Ortles public dorm.  



143 
 

Beyond asylum seekers and refugees’ arrival conditions and first moments in Italy, the 

narrations of most of the interviewees with regard to the experience of institutional reception 

has made emerge some aspects that describe it as casual and providing just enough to respect 

the minimum standards enforced by law, sometimes not even those. As already said, I would 

not presume to deliver an interpretation which is representative of the totality of reception 

services in Italy. Instead, I aim at providing a reading of the possible reasons why civil 

organisations are so implied with asylum seekers and refugees, based on the subjective accounts 

of those who I met.  

3.1.2 Reception without care 

I have already introduced in the first chapter that social literature has been insisting for some 

time on the fundamental ontological difference between “curing” and “caring”, supporting the 

importance of switching from curing a ‘body-object’ to caring a ‘body-subject’, hence to 

consider the act of “taking care of” “in its humanistic meaning, rather than simply in a purely 

medicalizing sense” (Caputo, 2014: 121). On this perspective and unlike “curing”, the act of 

caring means to recognise the “care receiver” as bearer of experience, memories and relations 

and it thus requires a relational investment that allows to feel concerned about someone else’s 

emotional, social and material well-being. It follows that caring requires an important personal 

implication, which is not easy to handle and, as I have mentioned, the assumption of a political 

and human responsibility towards the Other. When speaking about asylum seekers and 

refugees’ reception and integration, the objectives of soothing their wounds, accompanying 

them through asylum administrative procedures and supporting the acquisition and recovery of 

the personal resources needed for learning to “live together in the community, building one’s 

own “I” with the Other, not letting anomie and invisibility wrap oneself, drawing back from 

showing up masked in the world” (Ibidem), necessarily have to be sustained by modes and 

practices of care. In fact, hosting someone or welcoming him/her are not the same, and this 

dichotomy is not just a lexical one, but has a great impact on asylum seekers and refugees’ 

experience. Indeed, in the next pages I will show that interviewees’ accounts have often claimed 

a lack of a caring approach on the part of the institutional reception in a variety of ways, 

contributing in pushing them outside in search of help. 
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3.1.2.1 Neutrality and generalisation of the procedural approach of reception 

During fieldwork, I have often asked to interviewees their opinion about the Italian reception 

system and the way in which they experienced it. Net of a general negative review of it, what 

was surprising is that they seldom talked about the material conditions provided by the centres, 

about which there is growing evidence that they are often limited to the minimal standards. 

Rather, what they more or less implicitly contested is the perceived indifference of the workers 

and the condition of invisibility and aphonia that they experienced in relation to the latter. The 

issue of recognition thus emerged immediately as fundamental through the voiced experience 

of a cold and mechanical attitude towards them:  

“I would like to tell you about the five days in Trapani, when I arrived. What I really 

disliked is that people there weren’t helping us because they cared for us, they were 

helping because it is their job, they earn money doing it. This is the reason why I didn’t 

feel that we were really free. You know, I think the way they were treating people is not 

a fair one. They didn’t insult us, no, but there is a way to treat people…they don’t treat 

you for who you are, they treat you only for their job 

Me: Can you explain me better what you mean with what you just said? 

Well, for example: you are doing your job, and you don’t like the person you have to 

work with or for, what do you do? Well, you do the minimum required by your task and 

you don’t even consider the person…you just give him his pills and you go; you are 

finished. They didn’t consider us, they didn’t try to talk to us, to understand what we 

were thinking, how we were feeling, what we were wishing. This is why a lot of people 

in Trapani are separated, maybe you came with your wife, and suddenly she is in Turin 

and you are in Milan, and you cannot say anything. You are not the one who choose, it 

is they who decide what you must do, without even taking the time of listening to your 

opinion” (Elardar, Interview 32). 

Despite many interviewees’ way of verbalising their perception was actually done in terms of 

a dichotomy between “caring for work” and “caring for vocation”, where the former was judged 

as an instrumental and self-serving form of receiving, with quoting them I don’t mean to say 

that reception’s social workers should work for free, being satisfied with their social and 
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humanitarian contribution. Actually, their “vocation” would certainly benefit from a formal 

recognition of their professional competences and from exiting the weakening precarisation 

which they are usually submitted to. In this sense, Busso and Gargiulo relevantly underline that 

some of the reasons why social work has been more and more transforming from a partisan, 

though professional, action into a neutral carrying on of prescribed duties are precisely 

“frustrating work conditions than can undermine the perception of the social usefulness of one’s 

own job” (Busso and Gargiulo, 2017: 150). In this sense, Elardar’s account as well as the 

following excerpt allow to guess the subsequent tendency to embrace a procedural approach 

that seldom trespasses the institutional norms imposed by law, emptying social work of its 

potential engagement “by the side of” and limiting it to the often slavish implementation of 

institutional norms and procedures:   

 “E.B. [volunteer of Naga-Har] is talking with someone on the phone, her face is tense, 

in front of her there is a young African man: “This guy was in Turin for working, as he 

told you before going. His employer asked him to stay one more day, this is why he 

came back after the three prescribed days14. He wasn’t absent for having fun, he is trying 

to work, is it possible that you are so strict? It’s three degrees below zero, can you 

understand that you are endangering people’s life doing like this? [The person on the 

phone speaks]. Then, if he is such a great guy, all the more reason to keep him in! What 

do these guys have to do?? [The person on the phone speaks]. I know there is a 

regulation, I’ve understood it, you told me a lot of times, but you could be a bit flexible, 

it is cold, what is wrong with you?? [The person on the phone speaks]. I understood, you 

cannot do anything, thank you, great!”. She hangs up the phone and she takes note of 

the address of the centre she was speaking with, vowing to organise an associative 

supervision there and “to make a mess”. Then, she speaks to the guy: “Nothing, I tried, 

you saw me, but there is nothing to do, they don’t want to listen to any excuses, however 

reasonable they are” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, December 2018).  

The mentioned quotes, the latter finishing with the guy being homeless, show well how the 

above-mentioned procedural approach is characterised by a strict adherence to generalised 

 
14 National reception rules stipulate that one can leave the centre where he/she is hosted for a maximum of 
three days and under prior communication to the managers. 
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norms, hindering to consider and evaluate asylum seekers and refugees’ situations case by case, 

which would in turn allow to put the rules at the service of the theoretical formal objective of 

reception, namely to use the time of waiting for an answer to the asylum request to help these 

people building the conditions for a future autonomous life in Italy. It also sheds light on the 

possible consequences of the formal involvement of pieces of civil society into the institutional 

governance of asylum seekers and refugees’ reception. Indeed, it should not be forgotten that 

most of the organisations that directly manage institutional reception centres in Italy belong to 

the mentioned “Third Sector”, which is in turn part of civil society. We see thus that the formal 

integration of “the system” on the part of civil society actually risks defusing its autonomy, in 

terms of counter-hegemonic transformative power. Indeed, Busso and Gargiulo additionally 

warn us that the transformations brought about by governance dynamics, also in terms of public 

financing for private or semi-private social services, “have triggered managerialisation and 

professionalisation processes” (Ibidem: 149), which determine that in some cases “participation 

and militancy can stand in contrast to social work meant as paid and politically neutral activity” 

(Ibidem: 150). This risks to translate into the fulfilment of the norm at its minimal standard, 

without the deploying of an active engagement for the provision of reception services respectful 

of individual specificities, needs and expectations, which has proven to exacerbate 

interviewees’ feeling of not being seen or heard, even when what is at stake is the asylum 

request itself, as Salim witnesses through his account: 

“Three months after commission, I had the result: negative, they didn’t accept my 

request, they are not convinced. What next? “You have to find a lawyer”, they told me. 

I was confused, I didn’t know anyone…They told me not to worry, they would have 

given a lawyer to me, but…it is something that really hurts me…a lawyer should defend 

his client, right? A lawyer usually doesn’t seat looking his client losing. I really don’t 

understand… mine didn’t even understand French…I told them all this, that the lawyer 

is supposed to listen and to understand what I have to say. Nothing, as always, they just 

told me that these are the rules, to calm down and to not worry, they told me that the 

lawyer would have taken care of everything. They kept me out, understand? Telling that 

I don’t have to worry…Tze” (Salim, Interview 17) 
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Driven to the edge, some of the interviewees have testified of having lost their temper, because 

they felt that screaming and becoming threatening was the only and final way of existing: 

“I arrived at the centre in Magenta from Sicily. In September I had fever, I was very 

sick, and I couldn’t sleep. After three days I asked to the workers if they could call my 

doctor. They told me: yes, of course, we’ll call him. But they didn’t do it. I asked again 

the day after, they told me: yes of course, we’ll call him. But they didn’t do it. So, I came 

to the secretary and asked directly to her. She got impatient and answered to me: No, I 

hadn’t called him yet, why are you keeping asking? – Because I don’t feel well since a 

week now – Come on, it is certainly not a big deal, she said. I was sick, and tired, and I 

got angry, I lost control…I took the bike pump that was in her office and I hit it on her 

table. Her computer broke. I know I shouldn’t have reacted like this, but… Anyway, 

they called the carabinieri and they brought me to the police headquarters. Then there 

was a trial and I had to do social work” (Mourid, Interview 7). 

The quotes provided this far seem to me to demonstrate that most of the interviewees’ 

perception of reception is that of a temporary parking where to make them wait in the most 

silent and discreet way. The “caring” nuance is completely absent in their accounts. On the 

contrary, attitudes of disinterest and patronization colour quite often their narrations. If this is 

planned or just the inevitable result of the concrete daily organisation of reception is a question 

that I cannot, nor want, to answer. Furthermore, if this actually and systematically happens or 

it is the subjective but partial interpretation and recodification by asylum seekers and refugees 

of a certainly stressful condition, is something that I cannot verify, being their subjective 

account the empirical material of my work. I will show in the next subparagraphs, though, that 

this perceived carelessness stands at the starting point of an actions-and-reactions vicious loop, 

where asylum seekers and refugees finally and always find themselves in a position of 

inferiority, weakening their psychological and material conditions and consequently, again, 

pulling them out to the non-institutionalised civil society’s universe.  

3.1.2.2 Blackmail and repression  

The title of this subparagraph may sound a little exaggerated at a first glance. After all, I am 

writing about Italy, which, despite its deficiencies and cultural idiosyncrasies, is still considered 
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a liberal democracy. Nevertheless, I couldn’t find better words to summarize what many of my 

interviewees have stated during interviews and informal chats. Be it caused by the exasperated 

compliance of the rules that I mentioned above, or by the relational unbalance existing between 

asylum seekers/refugees and reception workers in terms of power and social legitimation, 

blackmail and repression seem to be perceived as commonplace, as every act on the part of 

asylum seekers and refugees that is considered off the rails is feared to be potentially producer 

of a repressive reaction at the hands of reception centres. This is clearly witnessed by Sidqi, 

who claimed quite angrily and disenchanted:  

“The detention centres where we live, let us call them for what they are…I mean, you 

can understand that there is something wrong when you experience racism from those 

that work there. A racist working in an immigration centre, this is hard to bear, isn’t it? 

And anyway, you are not entitled to speak up…you try to speak, to denounce…but they 

could at any time kick you out, or even worse, screw up your chance of obtaining 

documents’” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, May 2018)   

The feeling of being easily blackmailable, as any action challenging the imposed norms could 

endanger the obtention of papers, thus impairs the power balance between asylum 

seekers/refugees and social workers, who constantly hold the knife. The perceived ease with 

which a dynamic of criminalisation may be set into motion at the first sign of dissent leaves no 

room for any flash of a « normal » daily life, nor for the negotiation of personal attitudes and 

objectives. According to many interviewees, those that they consider attempts of « living 

ordinarily » are labelled as subversive, a categorisation that sticks to them from place to place, 

as per account of Mahmoud, young man from Ivory Coast: 

“I didn’t appreciate much the food they proposed to us at Bresso camp. I tried to save 

some money to buy food outside, the only thing I took from them was water. At a certain 

point, they realized that I was not eating, they got suspicious. So, one night I was 

preparing a little omelette on my stove when they came in: “What are you doing ??”, 

they screamed at me, “It is forbidden for you to cook by yourself”. “But why?” I asked 

“when I first came in, you made me sign a paper where there was written that I would 

have been hosted in an apartment. Finally, it is a container, but this is not up to me. 
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Aren’t you supposed to cook for yourself when you live in an apartment?”. They got 

angry, they told me that I was breaking the rules since some time, that they knew it, I 

couldn’t stay with them anymore. I had to be transferred. My brother, Moubachir, was 

transferred the same day, I think it is because they saw him expressing himself at the 

demonstration under the Prefecture. We arrived at the new centre together and there they 

told us that we don’t have the right to live in the same structure. We protested, but they 

told us that Bresso camp had warned them about us and that they were ready to call the 

police” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, May 2018) 

The same strict standardisation of rules and procedures that asylum seekers and refugees claim 

to be expected to slavishly follow, and that I showed to be one of the many causes of their 

precariousness, is also experienced as the request of an imposed loyalty, tinging reception with 

authoritarian nuances in the eyes of asylum seekers and refugees when individual inclinations 

and capacities are not valued and taken into consideration. In this regard, the experience of 

Ikram, a 26 years old man from Guinea Conakry, is particularly significant. Ikram is a very shy 

and determined man, with a law degree from home and the dream of living of his own art one 

day:  

“Some months after arriving at Bresso camp, I started following Italian night classes 

outside the camp. I had decided to leave the school provided by the camp; it was useless. 

So, I’ve started these evening courses and after a while a teacher told me that I was 

further ahead than my classmates, and she proposed me to follow the courses for 

obtaining the middle school diploma. She said that she would have talked with the 

managers of the camp, but I doubted that they would have let me because they are not 

concerned with us, they have no interest in us, they do nothing. Even if you have some 

talent.  

“Finally, they told me they would have allowed me to follow those courses only if I 

attended also the morning classes inside the camp. I answered that it was too much, that 

I needed time to do other things, I could not follow both the schools. They insisted: “You 

must come to our school, otherwise you will have to stop going to the evening classes 

too”. But I am here to carry on with my life, I have to be focused on this, I cannot be at 
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school all the time. During mornings I always went to Ri-Make to work on my paintings, 

which is what I really want to do. They knew it and they told me: “Art is not worth it; it 

is better to come to school”. I was upset, I just wanted them to let me do my art and go 

to the evening classes. They have stood firm on their decision, finally they unsubscribed 

me from the evening school” (Ikram, Interview 12). 

Ikram’s account allows to point at the problematic nature of reception relationships that are 

often experienced as based on a generalisation that erases asylum seekers and refugees’ 

individual characteristics, competences, expectations and projects to the point of sabotaging 

someone’s positive chances of development and inclusion if they do not fit the limits imposed 

by the usual praxis of reception. So, feeling unable to have a hold on and to modify those very 

relationships, asylum seekers and refugees often seek for better treatment, chances and 

exchanges elsewhere, turning to civil organisations as potential supporters and allies.  

3.1.2.3 Lack of control 

The last and connected aspect of what I entitled “reception without care” that emerged from 

fieldwork as a factor for turning to civil society is the widely shared feeling of lacking control 

over one’s own life, of being at the Grace of reception centres’ managers and workers. Indeed, 

some of the interviewees witnessed great pain and anger for the fact of not having a direct link 

with the daily events of their lives, as if they were incapable of acting rationally towards 

themselves and appropriately to the Italian social norms: 

“During the weekly assembly of the association, Moubachir is very silent and absent. 

Suddenly, he starts crying. He tells to be tired, to be fed up with having to ask for help 

for everything, with always depending on others. “I am young”, he tells me, “I want to 

take care of what concerns me, I don’t want to ask for permission or for assistance for 

every single thing of my life. Take the example of the lawyer. I have to ask the 

authorization to Marco [Moubachir’s educator of reference inside the camp] whenever 

I want to speak with her (the lawyer)…but, I mean, if what is at stake are my papers, 

and if I am the lawyer’s client, then why am I obliged to ask his permission to call her? 

And if he tells me no, what? Should I just accept and stay at home calm? Or for the 

medicines…they are those that go to the pharmacy to take them, they don’t let me go. 
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But I am not stupid! I am young, I want to do something about my life. Instead, when I 

look to my future, I feel like there is no possibility. I don’t have any control over my 

life. If I have to live like this, then it is better for me to go home”. He swings between 

rage and sadness, his eyes wrapped in tears” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, April 2018). 

Patronization and paternalism are claimed to characterize the daily experience of most of them, 

immobilizing and disarming them and making them feeling stuck, as per account of Kande, a 

55 years old woman from Cameroon that I met doing observation at CISL and that I have been 

meeting occasionally for a coffee and some chats, during which she often expressed feelings of 

anger mixed with disappointment and grievance. At some point of fieldwork, she was feeling 

like she was a prisoner, unable to choose for herself because of the lost chance of a job position. 

According to her, her psychologist had proposed to her a job as night surveillant at a reception 

centre for women. Despite, the familiar trauma she was carrying around, actually weakening 

her psychological and emotional state, the psychologist valued her ready for this and Kande 

was excited, feeling that she had finally the opportunity of getting back on track. Nevertheless, 

Kande’s reference educator did not agree with the psychologist and was impeding her to accept. 

Kande looked furious:  

“She cannot decide about my life, I am the one who has to decide if I feel like doing it 

or not! She thinks I am weak because I don’t speak much there, she keeps telling me: 

“Come on, Kande. Speak to someone, try to establish some relationships with the other 

girls”…Girls…tze. Anyway, who should I speak with? I live with mad people, Caterina, 

mad women that just talk about men. What should I say to them? What, If I decide to 

stay alone, it means I am too weak to work? I don’t understand, I am so pissed and tired” 

(Fieldnotes, October 2018). 

This widely perceived lack of control is so pervasive that it undermines in deep asylum seekers 

and refugees’ personal and emotional balance, making them doubt of actually being able to 

self-determine their own lives. While a strong desire for independence colours permanently 

their narratives, the fear of not being up to it creeps into their minds, further eroding their inner 

resources:  
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“It’s two years that I am staying at a place where I don’t pay bills, food…It is ok right 

now, I would not know how to do otherwise, but what will happen after? When all this 

will finish, what will happen? When I will finally have to be independent, will I be able 

of taking care of myself? How will I do all alone? It will come a time when I will have 

to demonstrate that I can take care of myself, it is important to me, but I am scared” 

(Moubachir, Interview 15). 

Such a psychological condition is the exact opposite of what reception should result in. Despite 

its usual significant duration, which often extends far beyond the legal temporal limits usually 

because of the delays in commission and court proceedings, instead of providing the 

instruments for recovery trust and motivation and for learning how to interpret Italian society 

and to move autonomously within it, according to interviewees’ accounts the procedural, 

bureaucratic and patronizing aspects of reception seem to take over reducing it to an empty 

waiting: 

“I had my permit on the 11th of June 2016. Some days after they transferred me to a 

Sprar. I signed for a 6 months accommodation, but they told me they would have 

prolonged it if I didn’t cause problems and followed the rules. And so, this is it. During 

those 6 months I didn’t do much, I just studied Italian.” (Mourid, Interview 7) 

Similarly, Kande speaks about her reception as mainly focused on curing hypothetical distresses 

or traumas of their hosts. According to her, supporting them in finding the way to emancipate 

themselves from reception structures does not seem to be a priority of social workers. Instead, 

she claims that their role is often reduced to a medicalized help: 

“Kande tells me that she is tired of staying at Casa della Carità, but she doesn’t know 

how to leave it. They told her that she can stay some more time, but she wishes to move.  

Me: Aren’t educators helping you in finding your own place to stay? 

No, not at all! They do nothing regarding our future.  

Me: What do they do then? 

Ah, they prepare your pills and remind you that you need to take them, things like this…” 

(Fieldnotes, Chat with Kande, August 2018) 
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According to many interviewees’ accounts, asylum seekers and refugees are thus often reduced 

to bodies to be cured or to children that need to be protected, as Osmane made crystal-clear 

telling me that “refugees are the children of society because someone that cannot act in society, 

society helps them, like parents that take care of their children because they cannot do by 

themselves” (Osmane, Interview 26). Specularly, I already put forward the inverse mechanism 

according to which it is precisely when they stop acting as passive victims that they start to be 

considered as suspicious individuals, to the point that they sometimes strategically pretend to 

be as the system wants them: “You know, even if you see well, you pretend to be blind. Even 

if you hear well, you pretend to be deaf. Because if they get that you are someone who 

understands, who knows things, who could actually progress...they break your legs” (Fieldnotes, 

Chat with Fred and Bilal, June 2018). 

Here, the question of the unbalance between dynamics of infantilization, which deploy some 

relational mechanisms where asylum seekers and refugees are not recognised as “competent 

deliberators and legitimate co-authors of decisions”, hence undermining their self-respect and 

the perception of being “fully the authors of their own lives” (Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 

132), and total abandon on the other side, which materialises in the provision of minimal, 

generalised and just formal reception devises on the pretence of promoting their personal 

autonomy, is back. A compromise would be needed. Indeed, for integration processes to be 

supported, institutional reception should both provide the material “social standard of living 

necessary for this” (Honneth, 1995: 117) and a relational context enhancing positive self-

relations, hence composed of “relationships to fulfil, not to define” (Taylor, 1994: 33) them.  

Instead, in face of a system that they feel to be forcing them to passivity, or else to pretend to 

be passive, and that on the other side limits itself to provide the strict minimum required by the 

official framework, thus making it hard for asylum seekers and refugees to act autonomously; 

most of the interviewees claimed to have no other option but to exit it and to turn to the outside. 

Doing so, asylum seekers and refugees themselves contribute to feed that complex interweaving 

of relations among public institutions, civil organisations and individuals that I will describe in 

the next chapter.  
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To conclude with my point about reception, I will show hereafter that the perception of 

carelessness affects asylum seekers and refugees even outside the borders of reception centres. 

Once reception finished, be it for having escaped it with no chances of re-entering or thanks to 

the obtention of protection, nothing seems to be due and many of them find themselves 

wandering from place to place looking for means to live. This is all the more serious when it 

happens to beneficiaries of the higher protection, attesting that even the much desired and 

hoped-for obtention of papers does not guarantee a satisfactory and structured assumption of 

responsibility concerning the support to integration processes on the part of the institutional 

system.   

3.1.3 Just theoretical protecting 

“Me: Speaking of closed doors, you are telling me about people that cannot enter, but 

you are here. Are there some closed doors even once in, or the only closed door is the 

border? 

Oh, inside is worse. When the door is closed on the outside, then it means that...I mean, 

all of us that are inside, we are not saved yet. Even we who have documents, we are not 

saved” (Bilal, Interview 31) 

This evocative quote allows to address the topic of the principle of “negative liberty”, which I 

have mentioned during literature review, and according to which many formal rights are 

considered as guaranteed if an explicit and concrete obstacle against their enjoyment does not 

exist. Nevertheless, the theoretical according of rights is never enough. For avoiding the 

emergence of a preoccupying gap between the holding and the enforceability of those same 

rights, it would be useful to make law being followed by ad-hoc services and a meticulous 

supervision on the part of the pre-located public institutions, even more so when it comes to 

guaranteeing a dignified social and material environment to people fleeing their countries. 

Indeed, the lack of it results in the erosion of rights, which become empty containers of a non-

existent content:  

“Regarding Italian migration policies, I want to say that, in my view, Italy does not have 

these, not truly. I mean, I’ve seen so many people with a 5-years permit for international 

protection sleeping on the street. And people with humanitarian protection queuing at 
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the charity canteens. In other countries this is different, if they give you a document, 

they actually protect you and help you integrating, finding your way there. But here...you 

could even take a 10-years protection, they wouldn’t care” (Charif, Interview 29). 

Charif is a Guinean former teacher who is 30 years old, he lives in the dorm provided by Casa 

della Carità and he has been waiting for his first asylum interview for 1 year and 8 months 

when I interviewed him. He used to be angry about it, but he had by then resigned to this long 

waiting: “What should I do? I still think it is not fair, this is not what Italian law says, but 

anyway...better to use this time to build something for me rather than staying there upset all the 

time”.  

Charif’s statement about the non-existence in Italy of structured integration policies15 actually 

finds confirmation in literature, where it is argued that Italy deploys an “implicit inclusion 

approach” (Ambrosini in Campomori and Caponio, 2014: 130), characterised by the absence 

of clear public policies, which have long time ignored immigrants or subjected them to limited 

emergency measures” (Ibidem). Indeed, Charif is not an isolated case, nor the more unjust, as 

the following excerpt from fieldnotes taken at the S.A.I. during a meeting of the reception area 

may illustrate:   

“By mid-morning, two Somali veiled women enter the office. One of the two is old and 

clearly in distress. They can’t speak Italian, so they arrive with a young man that they 

met in the waiting room and who offered to help them translating. L.C. welcomes them 

all and first thing tries to understand where they are currently sleeping and where they 

slept until then. The youngest tries to say some words in Italian. We can understand that 

that they were put out of a CAS in Ferno (Varese) after having obtained political asylum, 

the highest possible protection. Despite this important recognition, they don’t have an 

ID Card nor the health card. They keep telling, translated by the man, that they passed 

their time at the centre waiting, the school was deficient and there was no space for 

relating to the workers, have a conversation, understand what they should do: “They 

weren’t treating us well, not at all”. The oldest woman says something in her language 

 
15 Officially, he speaks about “migration policies”, but from the rest of the quote it is possible to understand 
that he is actually referring to integration policies.  
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from time to time, it sounds like a background noise. She sighs, closes her eyes, she 

holds her head in her hands. She has been having a terrible headache for ten days. She 

tells that she has 7 children, counting on her fingers to avoid mistakes. They are in 

Somalia, with her husband. Unfortunately, the meeting at the S.A.I. cannot give 

solutions to the two women. The old woman raises her voice for a moment, she speaks 

Arabic. She is angry, she rubs her eyes and leaves. The young woman apologizes for 

her: “Forgive her, we haven’t eaten in a few days”, she says before following her 

companion” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., November 2018) 

This is where the “negative liberty” principle reveals its violence. I had some hard time in 

processing that encounter, often thinking at these two women looking for some help, with no 

material, cultural or social resources, abandoned to themselves despite having the highest 

possible protection in their pockets. They have been for me the living proof of the inadequacy 

of the national reception system as well as of the abusive negligence of Italian laws. In addition, 

they proved the extreme importance of the existence of supportive structures parallel and 

alternative to the system, even if they are not always interested in or able, like in this case and 

as I will show later, to provide concrete solutions. Hence, it is not by chance that I crossed so 

many asylum seekers and refugees in need, no matter which, while observing civil society, as 

Jelani clearly has proved to me during our interview: 

“The problem is that law chooses what suits it. I mean, I am doing my part: they told me 

to come back to Italy, I came back. They told me to wait, I am waiting. But what law 

owes me, it doesn’t do it. Law says I should be housed, but I am not. Law says I should 

have some kind of paper so that I can work, but I don’t. This means that law works only 

on one side. And whenever you ask questions, you have troubles having good 

information. This is why I turned to Naga, so that they can ask for me...but if I need 

Naga, it means that law does not do its job, in my view” (Jelani, Interview 1). 

3.1.4 The abandon of the “Dubliners” 

The last functioning of reception that I have identified as one of the reasons for asylum seekers 

and refugees to turn to civil organisations is not entirely attributable to Italy. In fact, it initially 

flows from the Common European Asylum System, which states that, unless exceptions, the 
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first European country of arrival of an asylum seeker is the one that has to take the responsibility 

for his/her request and, subsequently, for his/her reception. This very statement goes under the 

name of “Dublin Regulation”, which has been reviewed more than once, finally without 

substantially modifying its content. Hence, “Dubliners” are called those asylum seekers that, 

having left their first country of arrival, are caught and re-sent there under the Dublin 

Regulation. The latter has been at the centre of a lively debate in Europe concerning the need 

for a more equitable burden-sharing among EU Member States. Nevertheless, it is not my aim 

to judge its more or less fairness. What matters to me is the way in which people are welcomed 

back in Italy once recognized as “Dubliners”. Indeed, what some of the interviewees claimed 

to have experienced is a complete abandon on the part of institutions, as if to their movement 

outside Italy corresponded an automatic deprivation of entitlements: 

Muneer is a 26 years-old afghan. He left Afghanistan in 2010, when he was 18, and he arrived 

in Italy from Greece, already knowing that he did not want to stay here. He knew from the 

beginning that thanks to the presence of a friend in Denmark, he would have had more chances 

there than he does in Italy. Nevertheless, once there, police found him and brought him into a 

reception centre, where he stayed for 8 months before to be brought back to Italy. Hereafter is 

what he told about his arrival in Milan:  

“In Malpensa there was police waiting for me. They told me to go to Varese, so I went 

there, to the Questura, they took my name and surname and they gave me an 

appointment for coming back to them after 3 months. And they told me: go to Milan, 

you have more chances there. I told them: In Milan? I don’t know anything there. But 

they kept telling me to take the train and to go to Milan. I arrived, and I didn’t know 

where to sleep, so I slept on the street in Stazione Centrale” (Muneer, Interview 5). 

Charged of having refused Italy’s reception, the “Dubliners” are completely abandoned through 

a sort of perverse payback dynamic that tries to attribute to them the entire responsibility for 

their homelessness and precariousness: 

“At the airport police told me that as I had decided to leave, it meant that I didn’t need 

or want to accept Italy’s help. For this reason, the Italian law says that those who leave 

to go to another country and then come back because of Dublin do not have right to 
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reception anymore. Then, or you turn to charity or you sleep on the street” (Muneer, 

Interview 5). 

Already conscious of having to find some alternative help, he witnessed that it was institutions 

themselves that suggested him to turn to civil organisations: 

“They told me to go to Stazione Centrale because there I would have certainly found 

someone that could help me in finding a place to sleep. Some friends or an association. 

They told me: Otherwise, ask to someone where the CASC is, there they will maybe find 

you a dorm” (Muneer, Interview 5). 

Muneer went, but the CASC couldn’t help him. He met another afghan that told him the he was 

sleeping in Piazzale Lodi with lots of other asylum seekers: “You can come”. So, he went, and 

he slept 3 months outside before finding a place to stay. 

Muneer’s experience is similar to others. Sameer, Charif, Jelani, Kamil, Osmane, they all told 

me the same story: they were aiming at living in other countries, often to reach some relatives 

or friends, but they had to come back because of the Dublin Regulation. Here, they had to find 

their personal way to get by. For all of them, this was followed by a daily wandering from one 

place to another, following word-of-mouth suggestions that finally and usually led them to civil 

organisations, safe harbour of those at the margins. 

3.1.5 The Iron Cage: Bureaucracy that renders precarious 

“Me: Do you feel free? 

In which field? Compared to my home, where I cannot express myself, I cannot say what 

I think, I cannot walk at midnight without risking of being aggressed...well, yes, I think. 

On another side, I feel like a prisoner...when I sleep somewhere I have to go out at 7 

a.m. no matter if it rains, it snows, and I have to go back after 7 p.m. ...and then, you 

have always to find that paper, put that signature...In Africa I have never known this, in 

Africa I plan my program and I follow it. But here, I cannot do it...you have to renew 

that document, that day, at that time...in Africa we don’t know this. Once you have your 

I.D. card, you manage your life as you wish. 

Are you speaking about bureaucracy? 
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Yes, this is what I call a prison. In this sense, I am not free. it’s complicated, lots of 

papers, lots of rules” (Fadel, Interview 21). 

Weber taught it to us more than 100 years ago: bureaucracy is an iron cage. Better, bureaucracy 

is the extreme result of a rationalization process that stuck us into an iron cage. What it gives 

to us in return though, is efficiency, he said. Nevertheless, I have already showed, and I will 

continue afterwards, the way in which the excessive standardisation of relations and procedures 

finally makes things even more difficult for asylum seekers and refugees, whose experiences 

do not always stick to typified paths.  

The aim of this sub-paragraph is to show how the rigidity and standardization of bureaucracy 

regarding asylum often results in the exact opposite of order and efficiency, as it increases 

precariousness, homelessness and poverty because of its incapability of breaking its own iron 

bars for adapting its rules to any single situation. In this regard, many of the members of the 

observed civil organisations explicitly told me more than once: 

“They experience passively and with fatigue this hyper-bureaucratization of procedures 

as well as the fragmentation of services and offices, which is another big deal. You 

yourself struggle daily with it, can you imagine how difficult it could be for them? So 

finally, you do things for them in their place...It is this more and more pervasive 

bureaucratization that hinders, in my view, the possibility of recovering autonomy on 

their part, at least it is one of the major obstacles...it kills everything, because how can 

they move by themselves, objectively? It is impossible...and so they have to turn to a 

lawyer for some questions, and do whatever the lawyer says, and they have to come to 

the sportello to book an appointment to the Questura… The entire system is so 

cumbersome that they cannot...even asking for an I.D card has turned into a crapshoot, 

an I.D. card, I mean...just last night I was telling to D.B. and E.M. that it is fool, 

sometimes I read some emails and then I feel like vomiting...because it is absurd, really, 

and everything is like this, every single thing. Finally, this kills their chance of being 

autonomous, how could they do? They go from one guardianship to the other, they never 

do something alone, and anyway, how the hell could they do? I don’t know, it is 

impossible. It’s something that gives headache, really” (E.B., Naga-har, Interview 33) 
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Beyond being explicitly addressed by workers and volunteers, the question arose several times 

during fieldwork through the actual experience of interviewees, which daily made concrete 

what I initially simply speculated. In fact, most of them witnessed about the obligation to 

provide some concrete requirements failing which all procedures stop, freezing life in a cruel 

immobility. To break it, though, they can always turn to the off tracks universe, where relations 

still elude the cold bureaucratic box, which in turn does not care that much the way in which 

they obtained their paper, as long as they can present it: 

“Questura asked me for the accommodation suitability certificate for giving me my 

permit. To have this document I first needed residence, or hospitality, but...well, finally 

I bought it, more than 300 euros. I was living in Pioltello, in a house with some other 

people. But without contract...this is why I couldn't have hospitality, and consequently 

the accommodation suitability certificate. Understand? So, I paid someone, it was the 

only way…” (Fayad, Interview 14) 

Starting from these premises, hereafter I will present some of the main problematic issues 

through which bureaucratic rules render asylum seekers and refugees precarious.  

3.1.5.1 Renewals and “Sine qua non conditions”  

During fieldwork, the issue of the renewal of the residence permit, be it a temporary one in the 

waiting for a final answer to the asylum request or a permit for international protection, has 

proved to be symptomatic of the cumbersome nature of asylum bureaucracy. Indeed, while an 

attempt has been made over the years of rationalizing the process, it has finally come to nothing. 

Until 2015, to renew the residence permit at the Questura of Milan you needed to book an 

appointment at the immigration office sending an e-mail from a certified electronic address 

(PEC). It seems quite obvious that this forced asylum seekers and refugees to look for someone 

equipped with such address to send it for them. Notice that the PEC is a paid service, which 

even most of Italian people don’t have or use. In the attempt of simplifying the booking process, 

in April 2015, the Questura of Milan has adhered to an electronic project, called CUPA, which 

has computerised it.  

To be said, that change did not take into consideration a number of difficulties that it would 

have entailed and that are specific of the condition of asylum seekers and refugees. For one 
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thing, CUPA informatic platform is totally in Italian, with no possibility of switching to other 

languages. It is thus easy to understand that it is difficult to access for people that normally 

speak a basic Italian, or that don’t speak it at all. Secondly, all the possible typologies of permits 

that require a renewal are listed on the platform in a technical legal language, which is difficult 

to decipher even for native speakers. Finally, the access to the platform, as it was for the sending 

of a PEC, requires a stable Internet connection and a computer. It follows that, despite the 

respectable attempt, this change did not succeed in making the booking process easier for 

immigrants.  

Nonetheless, this is not what I am actually interested in showing, nor it is the biggest problem 

considering the existence and activity of the many asylum seekers and refugees’ intermediaries 

that can help them to navigate on the platform. 

The real point is the slowness of the bureaucratic system of renewals, which obliges asylum 

seekers and refugees to wait for months for an appointment, walking around with only an 

expired permit and a booking receipt in their pockets: 

“I meet some of the association members at Ri-Make for cooking what needed for the 

event of tonight. Among them, there is Mamedouh. I ask him if the lawyer gave him the 

document he needed for booking the renewal appointment. He says that he has finally 

received it, so he was able to book the appointment, that will be on September 2018. It 

is January now. “9 months...it isn’t normal, is it?”, he asks. Salim answers to him: “It is 

not fair, but it is normal. We all had the same”. “But how do I do? I need to work”, 

Mamedouh sighs. I explain to him that his booking receipt can serve as a document to 

work until the appointment. Nevertheless, I am obliged to add that it is not accepted for 

registering to employment services nor for renewing the health card” (Fieldnotes, 

Mshikamano, January 2018) 

I will claim in the fifth chapter that for asylum seekers and refugees the physical possession of 

a regular document, even if it is temporary, has implications that go further beyond practical 

ones. For now, though, I aim at stressing the domino-effect that such dilated time involves, 

resulting in the difficult enforcement of formal rights, such as housing, work and health, which 
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finally do not translate concretely into a real access to the resources and services of the Italian 

social tissue: 

“Today there are a lot of people at the sportello. Almost all of them claim to have 

problems with the renewal of their permit. Most of them are quite desperate about it, as 

they say that they cannot work without the permit. The volunteers keep telling them that 

the booking receipt serves as a valid document, and that they can be employed through 

it. They know, though, that in practice employers seldom accept it.” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, 

October 2018) 

Both the slowness of the bureaucratic system and the subsequent erosion of asylum seekers and 

refugees’ social rights are well summarized by the experience of Muneer, who has been 

recognised as a political refugee, but actually received his permit only 3 years after the decision 

of the Commission: 

“I had my first interview in 2011, and the commission answered positively the same 

year. But Questura gave me my permit in 2013. I went there immediately after having 

received the answer and they asked me to go back 6 months later. Then I went again, 

and they postponed by 3 more months, then 4 more months...finally it was almost 3 

years. And now I am in it again. My permit has expired, and I have an appointment in 6 

months. Meanwhile, I have to squat a friend’s place as I cannot work…well, I am 

working a bit, but it is illegal work” (Muneer, Interview 5). 

Apart from the congestion of the system, the problematic issue of renewals is closely linked to 

the institutional request of specific documents and living conditions that asylum seekers and 

refugees struggle to prove, as it is precisely underlined by the responsible of the S.A.I.: 

“We are in front of a clash between legislation and welfare. On one side we have a 

welfare that struggles for ensuring to everyone a house, a job, some social benefits. To 

everyone, both Italian and immigrants. On the other side we have a legislation that 

requires some sine qua non conditions for obtaining the renewal, or the release, or the 

reunification...Roughly translated: if I don’t have the accommodation suitability 

certificate, which I need for reunification, or long term permit, but even for simply 

renewing my short term permit...or if I don’t have the hospitality declaration because I 
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live with other seven people in a cramped space...well I have to obtain one in some 

way…” (P.D., S.A.I., Interview 37) 

Likewise, the person in charge for reception in Casa della Carità identified into the issue of 

residency the major obstacle to an emersion and a stabilisation, at least temporary, of asylum 

seekers and refugees:  

“The issue of residence is an important, maybe the most important, element of 

vulnerability. In 2016, we, as Casa della Carità, issued approximately 2200 hospitality 

declarations, which are fundamental even for starting the asylum procedure. Since some 

time though, authorities’ orientation turned to be hyper-restrictive and Questura is not 

accepting anymore the hospitalities issued by us. I don’t understand though, it is a 

counterproductive attitude because by giving a residency to them, I do nothing but 

pushing them towards institutions, which will then decide. That is not my task. Instead, 

it seems like I am bothering them, as if I was doing something illegal.” (Fieldnotes, January 

2018) 

This quote points at two interesting questions. On one side, it reveals the absurdity of asylum 

norms, according to which a person who has hypothetically just landed, or disembarked, in Italy 

after fleeing his/her country needs to provide the proof of a residential address in order to be 

legitimate to ask to be protected, as witnesses by Fayad:  

“When I first went to Questura for asking for protection, they gave me a paper telling 

me to go again the week after, then again, and finally they asked me the reasons why I 

left my country. I explained to them. Then they told me that I had to find a place where 

to live before to be entitled to continue the asylum procedure. 

Me: They asked you the hospitality declaration in order to ask for asylum? 

Exactly.” (Fayad, Interview 22) 

Being it quite borderline, as it hinders the right to ask for asylum, which is internationally 

recognized, the request of a residency is not an official norm. Instead, it is the fruit of internal 

circulars, which subtly communicate to the peripheral apparatus the government of-the-day’s 

attitude concerning immigration and asylum, and specify which actions are expected from 
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them. In fact, this dynamic fits with the second interesting aspect of Casa della Carità person’s 

quote, namely that authorities do not limit themselves to hinder the asylum requests by asking 

for some almost impossible documents. They even try to hinder the obtention of those same 

documents, revealing the ill-concealed intention of impeding the access to asylum procedure to 

as many people as possible. Hence, from this perspective the question of the “sine qua non 

conditions” for asking for protection or for renewing the permit stop being a simple, even if 

serious, disconnection between bureaucratic procedures and actual realities. Indeed, it looks 

more like a deliberate action on the part of institutions for walking away from the responsibility 

of taking care of asylum seekers, as the account of Fred shows:  

“Finally, I had to pay 250 euros for the hospitality declaration...I searched for it, but no 

way. I knew there were a place beside Duomo that used to issue this, someone told me. 

But when I went there, they told me no, because the police had warned them not to give 

hospitality anymore. I even looked for it at the Naga, but nothing. Once I had hospitality, 

I went to Varese to finally renew my permit. This time they told me to bring the contract 

of the house. I said: why you always make things difficult for immigrants? Why? The 

policeman said: Vai, vai via. I said: Vai where? This is where I gave fingerprints, and 

you are supposed to take care of me! But I haven’t obtained anything.” (Fred, Interview 

4)16 

Through these first pages, I aimed at answering to my first question, namely, to understand the 

main reasons why so many asylum seekers and refugees turn to civil organisations. Thanks to 

daily observation and interviews, I could understand that their experience of institutional 

reception is often characterized by standardised procedures and typified paths, without them 

perceiving any consideration for the specific needs, inclinations and plans of each individual. 

The latter, beyond making them feel harmless, concretely hinders a sound stabilisation of their 

 
16 The issue of residency has changed towards the end of fieldwork, with the enactment of the “DECRETI 

SICUREZZA”, strongly wanted by Lega Nord, which states that asylum seekers aren’t entitled anymore to civil 
registration. This has entailed a worsen of asylum seekers’ conditions, impeding their access to basic public 
services and rendering even more important the presence of civil organisations for guaranteeing some 
fundamental rights, such as the right to healthcare. To be said, the 9th July 2020 the Italian Constitutional 
Court has judged as “irrational” this norm for “unreasonable unequal treatment, as it unjustifiably makes 
harder for asylum seekers the access to services to which they are entitled” (Official notice of the 
Constitutional court, 9 July 2020) 
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life conditions and produces a dangerous difficulty in enforcing those rights to which they are 

theoretically entitled. Subsequently, asylum seekers and refugees often feel the need to turn to 

external organisations in search of voice and for filling those holes left by institutions, as 

interviewees witnessed. So it is that they pour into the public space and they themselves 

contribute in tracing the hyphens that link different actors of the civil society among themselves 

as well as with public institutions. Hence, their migrant condition is continued in their life in 

Italy, as an employee of the S.A.I. underlined: “They often wander from place to place looking 

for a place to sleep. They were errant souls before arriving, in search of a better chance, and 

they keep being so once here” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., April 2018). 

The topic of a hypothetical reticular structure standing off-tracks among civil organisations will 

be addressed in the next chapter. Hereafter, I will instead provide a thick description of the four 

collective civil organisations observed, accounting for their main activities, their declared 

objectives and their specific way of relating to asylum seekers and refugees. In addition, I will 

go through some internal dynamics that they have shown to have in common, aiming in this 

way at raise the analysis to a higher level of generalization.  

3.2 Actions and Internal dynamics of four civil society’s actors in Milan  

I have shown above some of the reasons why asylum seekers and refugees frequently turn to 

civil organisations looking for additional support and opportunities. Though, I have already 

argued that civil society is an umbrella concept under which many different collective actors 

can be identified. It is thus relevant to provide an in-depth overview of the way in which each 

of the observe civil organisations has chosen to relate to asylum seekers and refugees, go into 

the details of the respective activities, objectives and internal functioning. At the same time, 

some internal dynamics, criticalities and representational mechanisms have shown to bring 

them together. Hence, closing the chapter I will present empirical material about it, aiming at 

pointing to some general information that can be said to characterise civil organisations’ 

intervention with asylum seekers and refugees transversally and regardless of the specificities 

of each actor.  
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3.2.1 Activities: the 4 Ps  

Literature concerning non-institutional intermediaries offering help, in all its facets, to asylum 

seekers and refugees on a local basis usually categorizes their supportive interventions into 

specific typologies of action. In this sense, the “4 Ps” categorization proposed by Maurizio 

Ambrosini seems to cover quite precisely the overall types of support normally provided by 

civil society: Protest, Promotion of networks, Provision of advocacy and Production of services. 

As already mentioned, while helping in rapidly identifying different kinds of action, this, as 

others, categorization should be considered as composed of ideal types that usually blend 

together when it comes to observe daily concrete reality, as it is argued by Ambrosini himself. 

In this light, I will show hereafter that, beyond scientific categorizations and widespread social 

and public representations about them and their way and motives for acting, the four selected 

civil organisations have shown nuanced and multi-faceted approaches that have often involved 

more than one “P” at the same time. Indeed, the contemporary existence of divergent objectives, 

corresponding to two or more of the mentioned Ps, has sometimes resulted into situations where 

civil organisations had to make a choice between conflicting actions, as I will better show in 

the next paragraph and chapter. For now, the aim of the following few pages is to get to the 

heart of their action thanks to my interviewees’ accounts and empirical observation, which have 

let me claim that, besides intrinsic and discursive differences, all of them finally focus mainly 

on promoting networks and producing services with and for asylum seekers and refugees.  

3.2.1.1 Labour-Int: a trade-union multi-stakeholder approach to asylum 

As I already briefly introduced in the methodological chapter, I decided to select the CISL as 

one of my observational sites because of its early-born Labour-Int project, which I interpreted 

as a novelty compared to the trade union’s previous activities. Indeed, since the birth of Anolf 

in 2001, the main services for immigrants provided by CISL through it were the information 

desk, which, according to Anolf president, “has been representing a real reference point in 

Milan, above all concerning the Latin American community” (Fieldnotes, Anolf, January 2018), 

informative and awareness campaigns relative to immigration policies, in particular in the shape 

of meetings in schools and universities, and advocacy actions that, “synergistically with other 

actors including the Naga and other trade unions, had sometimes transformed into ground-

breaking suits” (Fieldnotes, Anolf, January 2018). In this sense, the activities of CISL actually mirror 
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classical union ones as described by scientific literature: “trade unions in several countries have 

been involved in political actions in favour of migrants and in provision of services to migrants. 

In addition, trade unions create links and build alliances with other civil society actors involved 

in “advocacy coalitions” in defence of immigrants’ basic social rights” (Ambrosini and Van 

Der Leun, 2015: 104). The novelty represented by the Labour-Int project is that of focusing 

specifically on asylum seekers and refugees, which is a category normally excluded by Cisl’s 

services. The trade union’s main approach requires in fact to deal, I quote, “with the 95% of the 

foreigners in Italy, which does not include asylum seekers and refugees, who represent the 

remainder 5%” (Fieldnotes, Anolf, January 2018). The responsible of EbiTer Bilateral Agency, 

which was actively involved into the project, told me that something has changed following 

two collective journeys of some members of Anolf in border regions, namely Agrigento and 

Lampedusa in 2015 and Trieste and Gorizia in 2016. Thanks to these experiences, “the 

association has started to wonder about what it could do beyond public reception and starting 

from the observed huge fatigue of the asylum seekers we met concerning the immobility of 

their waiting time for an answer to their request” (A.L., EbiTer, Interview 43). Hence, such a 

reflection resulted in the participation to a European tender notice presenting the mentioned 

Labour-Int project, whose main objective, following the intrinsic nature of the trade union, was 

that of providing to asylum seekers and refugees a professional training and a positive work 

placement through the provision of cultural, linguistic and technical tools to better interpret and 

behave within the Italian labour market. A first intense period of selection of the final 

participants was managed by the municipal work office, which has formed integral part of the 

project, suggesting right from the start a collaborative, if not integrated, positioning of the trade 

union within the asylum local governance scenario: 

“The role of the municipality, through the Celav, has been primarily that of determining 

during the initial phase those asylum seekers and refugees who would have better 

adhered to the project. To do so, we have asked to the Sprar and CAS centres managed 

by the municipality to report to us the persons that they judged as “ready” based on their 

knowledge of Italian language and on their capacity for orientation on the city. We have 

received more than 100 reports in one month, from CAS above all. The second selection 

was managed by me (A.G., municipal referent for the project), here at the Celav and it 
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was done based on certain requirements: knowledge of Italian language, as I already 

said, a stable residency in Milan, a flexible family situation, an interest in the 

professional domains that we could offer and the necessity of finding a balance between 

men and women” (Fieldnotes, Celav, January 2018).  

The selection was followed by a three-months phase of frontal lessons including Italian classes, 

civic education and professional trainings, which was supposed to flow into a three-months 

internship connected to the professional domain chose during the training.  

The above quote from the exploratory meeting with the municipal referent for the Labour-Int 

Project underlines some interesting aspects characterizing the latter. First, the description of the 

selection phase witnesses of a supportive action with limited numbers and, subsequently, a 

reduced impact in terms of quantities, which is not necessarily a weakness, but a matter of fact. 

Indeed, 45 persons were finally selected. In addition, it introduces some hints about some big 

deals concerning asylum seekers and refugees’ work placement in Italy. On one side, the 

evocation of the need for “a flexible family situation” tells about a labour market structure 

incapable to recognize and to harmonize work schedules with family demands, and/or sociality 

and spare time more in general. This is something that involves both migrants, be they asylum 

seekers, refugees or other categories of foreigners, and Italian citizens, who are more and more 

forced to demonstrate complete dedication and availability in order to find or keep their jobs, 

and certainly represents one of the reasons that facilitate migrants’ recruitment. Indeed, because 

of their administrative precarious condition, in relation to which employment plays a significant 

role in determining their chances of renewal and/or regularisation, migrants are even more 

pushed to set aside other aspects of their lives to fully dedicate to any job offered to them. In 

this sense, the Labour-Int Project’s underlying logic seems to trace the mentioned blackmailing 

structural mechanisms. While understanding the obligation to be realistic and to consider the 

actual possibilities and conditions of the Italian labour market pragmatically, I was quite 

surprised not to hear a reflective attempt of deconstruction of such dynamic on the part of the 

trade union, whose historical role is to stand on the part of workers and to defend their right to 

a dignified life. Indeed, while in principle the pure and original trade union’s work and the 

deployment of a service of employment insertion follow distinct logics and aims, when they are 
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carried on by the same organisation, they should answer in my view to the same basic ideals. 

Instead, to this was added a poorly hidden complaisance in front of a racialised labour structure 

in Italy, which confines migrants into specific, underqualified and poorly paid sectors such as 

logistics, masonry, foodservice and hotellerie and care services. In this sense, it is possible to 

start to understand that the trade union’s approach to asylum seekers and refugees’ integration 

processes does not seem to cover, in the case of the Labour-Int project at least, a counter-

hegemonic role vis-à-vis the Italian social context. In this sense, the risks of homogenisation of 

languages and flattening of approaches on the hegemonic models of welfare and empowerment 

that some scholars have underlined concerning governance dynamics seem to concretely 

materialise. This will be better confirmed in the following chapter, through the description of 

the collaborative relation between the trade union and public institutions. In fact, the acritical 

acceptation of the existing scenario and the not even so implicit support to the idea that migrants 

should not “be choosy” is witnessed by the words of the municipal referent, who describing her 

job said:  

“The mostly solicited sectors regarding migrants’ job placement are logistics, 

warehouses sector, agriculture and foodservice. Employers of these sectors usually ask 

for migrant employees. At the same time, even when the latter have diplomas or other 

kinds of qualification, the recognition procedure is very long and difficult. This is why 

our strategies of professional inclusion of migrants point usually downward” (Fieldnotes, 

Celav, January 2018).  

As mentioned, marking a difference with the other civil organisations observed, the union 

Labour-Int project has proved not to point to a change of the current structural reality 

concerning asylum seekers and refugees’ working conditions in Italy. Rather, it aimed at 

providing them with some increased chances to enter the labour market as it is. The latter has 

been witnessed my asylum seekers and migrants themselves, who, questioned during interviews 

about their final evaluation of the Project, usually valued the increased accumulation of 

experience and of interpretative tools, while considering the final objective, that of a positive 

professional inclusion, quite unsuccessful, as per account of Charif:  
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“I can say that the Labour-Int Project had some influence on my life, in the sense that 

they showed me how the Italian labour market works, Job centres for example. Labour-

int made me see better, I can say that. Unfortunately, I couldn’t keep the job that they 

gave me. 

Me: Why? 

Because it was not what they had told me. 

Me: What does it mean? 

Well, I followed the professional training as electrician. Then, when it was the moment 

of the internship, they found me one as a warehouseman. But it was ok for me, it didn’t 

matter so much. I could do it. But then, when I went there I discovered that it was simply 

a job of loading and unloading. When I protested, the employer said: ‘This is the job, if 

you are ok with it, perfect. If not, you can go. Your role is to load and unload the trucks 

and to clean the warehouse when it’s needed’. I was disappointed, this was not what I 

was expecting. So, I called the Celav to tell them. They told me that they would have 

managed the situation, but nothing changed. So, I quit, because this is not what I was 

told and trained for” (Charif, Interview 29). 

Likewise, Bilal complained a lack of consideration of his personal inclinations and 

expectations, while again valuing as positive the acquisition of a new experience:  

“Me: So, how do you feel about the Labour-Int project? 

I am quite disappointed. They did something for me, I mean, I wouldn’t say that I left 

with nothing, I had an additional experience, I know something more. Nevertheless, they 

told us something that was not what I got at the end. I was expecting something different. 

I was told that there was the possibility to work in hotels, as valet or floor manager. But 

I ended up in a kitchen… 

Me: Did you tell them that you wished something else? 

Of course, but they just told me: ‘What arrives, you take it’” (Bilal, Interview 31).  



171 
 

Despite an initial feeling of discomfort regarding this accounted thoughtlessness about the 

concrete final impact of the project on participants’ actual conditions, I feel as to argue that the 

latter should not be interpreted as a lack of commitment or professionality. Rather, in addition 

to representing a chance of reflection about the already mentioned risks of civil organisations’ 

involvement into governance dynamics, it should also be taken as an example of the difficulty 

of blending two different but parallel “Ps” among those listed above. Indeed, in the case of the 

Labour-Int Project, the production of services for asylum seekers and refugees has suffered the 

pervasive interference of the second declared objective, namely that of promoting new 

networks. Indeed, per account of all the involved actors, “the basic idea of the Project is to build 

a network of already existent subjects, aiming at facilitating asylum seekers and refugees’ 

entrance into the labour market” (Fieldnotes, Anolf, May 2018) and “its real value is to meet new 

realities, to measure up to some different languages and methodologies, to create new 

collaborations” (A.G., Celav, Interview 41). In this sense, the promotion of networks was directed 

at increasing the involved organisations’ social capital, instead of asylum seekers and refugees’ 

one, aiming at “developing a model according to which many different subjects having credibly 

something to say on the topic would seat at a table, each one with pair and full decision-making 

capacity, working together to render our complex and cumbersome immigration laws accessible 

and usable” (M.B., Anolf, Interview 42). 

In the observed case, the insisting focus on the mentioned objective has somehow obscured the 

one of making the declared accessibility of immigration laws real and concrete. In this sense, 

as I will show better in the next chapter, fieldwork has shown that future experiences aiming at 

developing networks among different actors working with and for asylum seekers and refugees 

would probably gain in splitting more sharply between phases of implementation of different 

objectives. Indeed, this would allow to keep enough energy and attention to reach all of them 

satisfactorily and to actually put one at the service of the other, as wished by the organisers of 

the Labour-Int Project, whose overall theoretical aim was to “create a network of different 

realities precisely in order to better structure asylum seekers and refugees’ inclusion paths” 

(Fieldnotes, Celav, February 2018).  
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3.2.1.2 The S.A.I.: working for “he who is last” and gently challenging the system 

As previously mentioned, the S.A.I. is a branch of Caritas Ambrosiana born in 2002 in response 

to the vast number of requests of assistance regarding the amnesty provided for by the back 

then new immigration policies adopted by the Italian government. “In fact, a different and wider 

project was already there, it had been maturing since some years before and it has allowed a 

rapid adaptation of the office to the new requests once the regularisation phase was over”, the 

person in charge for the housing area told me. In a matter of some months, services were indeed 

restructured and divided into the mentioned housing area, at that time assisted by a social 

assistant but limited to the orientation towards other local services of reception, the job 

orientation area, managed mainly by the many volunteers who responded to Don Virginio 

Colmegna’s call at the time of the opening of the office, and the legal area.  

From the very beginning, Caritas Ambrosiana has imagined the S.A.I. mostly as a service of 

follow-up and counselling addressed to smaller but more rooted religious entities of the urban 

and suburban territory, as per account of its responsible: 

“The S.A.I was not born with the aim of providing first-level services such as wardrobe, 

canteen, luggage storage or night-reception. It was born to support people, of course, 

and addressed in particular at the complex situation that was developing in front of 

Stazione Centrale, reason why the office is physically situated so close to it. But above 

all, it was born to support the ecclesial realities already existing on the territory before 

us and to train and concretely support the needs of the centri d’ascolto (listening 

centres), which in turn have always been intercepting migrants in a far-reaching way on 

the territory” (P.D., S.A.I., Interview 37).  

From its start, the S.A.I. has thus played a zipper role within the many catholic entities of service 

in Milan, consolidating itself as a reference point where to converge the most complex 

situations: 

“As long as the centri d’ascolto have autonomous resources in terms of counselling, 

understanding of the need and provision of the adequate service, they take care of the 

person directly. But when they don’t have the competences and times requested by an 

expressed need, they send them to the S.A.I. This is true in particular for the legal 
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assistance, which has been transforming into one of the biggest difficulties of migrants” 

(P.D., S.A.I., Interview 37). 

The S.A.I. has anyway been transforming over time, structuring more and more some specific 

services directly addressed to migrants. In this sense, they have opened in 2011 a night-

reception structure for men, half of which dedicated to migrants, and a charity canteen directly 

linked to it. All of them are developed as low-threshold services, adequate to support adults in 

situations of extreme vulnerability and difficulty. Indeed, focusing on asylum seekers and 

refugees, who are not the solely users of the S.A.I.’s services, but are finally manifold, the legal 

adviser claimed that “they usually arrive when any other possibility has faded away and their 

conditions are already extremely difficult. The persons that we meet are those in the most 

precarious situations. I usually find myself working with people living in the street, or 

completely lonely and abandoned. Actually, those who are hosted into reception centres do not 

often come here” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., February 2018). Likewise, speaking of the Rifugio, its 

responsible argued that “half of the hosts are asylum seekers who have been thrown out of 

reception centres after receiving their first negative answer by the commission” (Fieldnotes, 

S.A.I., March 2018).  

Precisely because of their low-threshold nature, and beyond the way in which sometimes they 

are represented discursively, the reception services of the S.A.I. function on a quite rigid 

regulation and providing a basic support, which has in fact been complained by some of the 

interviewees: 

“Me: How do you feel about the Rifugio? 

Well, it was difficult because you are obliged to go out at morning, even if it is cold, and 

at night you can go back just an 6 p.m. To wander all day long is not easy. It is ok to 

have a place where to sleep, otherwise… 

Me: I though there were some educators or other workers to help you in finding a job or 

a house… 

Well, there are some, but they didn’t really help me. The only thing that they do is to 

give you addresses and addresses and addresses. But then you go, and you don’t find 
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anything. It is not enough to give addresses, I would have needed some more support” 

(Sadoun, Interview 18). 

Likewise, the organisational and operational imperatives to be followed in order to manage a 

collective structure receiving “those who are the last” necessarily clash with individuals’ 

physiologic and intimate needs and expectations, which cannot find any answer or expression 

within such a structure: 

“I give you an example: the laundry. I can understand that they need to go to work 

decently, at least wearing clean clothes. Nevertheless, the regulation says that the 

washing machine is accessible just once in a week and at some hours. Likewise, the 

imposed hours of exit and entry…I understand that it may be complicated, but being a 

low-threshold dorm, it cannot but function like this. As when the cleaning lady comes, 

well even if someone is sick, he must go out because we need to have the structure empty 

during some hours” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., June 2018). 

As mentioned, this rigid and basic functioning structure is experienced with fatigue and 

disappointment by asylum seekers and refugees, who expressed more than once the need for 

some privacy and calm thanks to which to be able to reflect and project themselves, as per 

account of Osmane: 

“I don’t really have privacy…privacy is a place where I can plan. The caritas now…go 

out in the morning, stay with people I don’t know, this is not…” (Osmane, Interview 26). 

In this light, I would argue that a charitable approach aimed at the satisfaction of primary needs, 

despite representing the basis for individuals’ concrete survival, is unable to value and give 

voice to the entire complexity of people’s existence, which actually is not the aim of such a 

service. Nonetheless, the inalienable but simple provision of food, clothes or a bed is not judged 

by asylum seekers and refugees as sufficient nor as representing the adequate “conditions of 

possibility” for imagining and materialising a dignified integration process: 

“Me: You told me that you are Christian, why didn’t you ask help to the Italian church? 

To Caritas for example. 
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You know, you go to the Caritas and make a complain to them, they look at your 

problem, what they’ll do for you is to give you food, and clothes..is it what you came to 

Europe to do?” (Fred, Interview 4). 

It must be said, though, that S.A.I.’s workers and their responsible have showed a significant 

exercise of reflexivity in this regard, as they have often recognized that to work with concrete 

and serious difficulties and needs sometimes hinders their capacity for a wider understanding 

of the daily experience of migrants. Not to lose sight on the importance of keeping an eye on 

their wider “daily living”, the S.A.I. thus aspires to be also “a relational space, where needs are 

decrypted and answered through an orienting support” (Fieldnotes, Caritas Ambrosiana, 

December 2017). For this reason, interviewees have insistently put forward an element of 

“careful listening” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38) as a fundamental characteristic of their action, 

to the extent of considering it as the foundational basis on which any other action is undertaken:  

“The S.A.I. was born from the idea to try to listen to any kind of request and to dedicate 

attention, listening, kindness and interest to all those that enter its doors, because we 

more and more face people experiencing serious unrest, who have questions that no one 

else listen to, so our task is first of all to provide this, because it means to respect people’s 

dignity” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 28).  

This kind of shared commitment to migrants’ specificities and dignity pushes S.A.I. workers to 

fight against a typification of their interventions. Indeed, they have often claimed the attempt 

of “helping people based on their capacities and characteristics, finding some solutions starting 

from every single personal situation as it is, not as it should be or as we would like it to be” 

(L.C., S.A.I., Interview 39). Whether the mentioned claims concretely materialize during daily 

interventions or remain a matter of intentions is a more complicated topic. Indeed, I have 

already briefly mentioned above that a low-threshold reception as the one offered by the S.A.I. 

cannot by its nature respond in a personalised and complete way to every host. Hence, some 

practical and structural conditions intervene in the passage from theory to practice. Likewise, I 

will show later on that such a convinced self-representation provided by the civil organisation’s 

members risks making invisible in their own eyes the concrete dynamics and impacts 

implemented by their actions. Nonetheless, the same felt and claimed moral, spiritual and 



176 
 

political engagement towards those they help allows S.A.I. workers to side with them even 

when it means to subvert the system: 

“After a meeting, I have remained at E.C.’s office to confront with her and her assistant 

about the different situations faced during the morning. Her assistant reflects about her 

discomfort regarding existing mechanisms of circumvention of rules, of deviation from 

legality. E.C. reacts by saying that this contradiction actually exists, that she is the first 

in sometimes proposing solutions that somehow deceive the law. “But you know”, she 

says, “when I face smart people willing to try themselves, I start to think that there’s all 

the more reason to consider them as citizens of our country, so I cannot but try to find 

some escamotages to help them. But yes, it is contradictory” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., April 2018).  

Small and gentle acts of subversion have been observed quite regularly during fieldwork and 

provided me with some hints about the intrinsic social and political positioning of civil 

organisations, regardless their degree of explicitness and radicalism. Indeed, even the most 

delicate and peaceful person among the workers and volunteers that I had the chance to meet 

has claimed her non-neutrality vis-à-vis immigrations laws and institutional mechanisms and 

showed to act based on it.  

Subsequently, it is possible to argue that Protest, the first of Ambrosini’s “Ps”, may take very 

different shapes. Indeed, beyond street demonstrations and sit-in strikes, the latter can be acted 

by gently and silently stretching normative limits closed into one’s own office. In this sense, I 

feel allowed to argue that, while overtly implementing a typical charitable production of basic 

services and promotion of networks through reorienting migrants towards other entities, the 

S.A.I. has been also pursuing an unspoken action of protest and advocacy by challenging the 

law through the manipulation of its own tools.  

3.2.1.3 Naga-Har: trying to find a balance between politics, relations and services 

“After some hours of observation at the Sportello, I have decided to exit the 

“administrative” rooms and to enter the entertainment spaces. There is a living room 

with some armchairs and a television. Many asylum seekers and refugees are there, they 

get comfortable, sleep, look at the screen, chat. I wonder how to penetrate this space 

without being intrusive, encroaching, completely out of place. In the corridor there are 
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a ping-pong table and a foosball one, besieged by a dozen asylum seekers who speak 

languages unknown to everyone but them. At the end of the corridor, someone unrolls 

his mat and prays. I get closer to the foosball table and watch the first match. The 

atmosphere is relaxed and cheerful. They are all Africans, except a guy with middle 

eastern features. My presence does not seem to destabilise the pre-existing balance and 

to attract their attention so much. Just some smiles, some hands stretched out to introduce 

oneself, but nothing more” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, February 2018).   

As the above quote from fieldwork witnesses, the first thing I noticed once entered the Naga-

Har has been its informal, playful and noisy environment. Many persons, mostly African 

asylum seekers, each day hang around the spaces of the former school where the association is 

situated and go through their afternoon playing, speaking with other people or simply resting 

on a sofa. I have immediately been attracted by the disordered spontaneity of the place, 

wondering how this was perceived by asylum seekers themselves. “If Naga was not helping, 

many people were frustrating. Many people are going there just for having a coffee or a biscuit. 

And to have a place where to think how to move forward”, told me Fred during our interview, 

accounting for the importance for asylum seekers and refugees to have some places where to 

stop wandering and to feel at ease and relate to other people without necessarily asking for help. 

Indeed, they have usually considered as a precious added value the provision of a place and a 

time of socialisation and encounter, which helps in breaking the immobility of institutional 

reception:  

“At the reception desk, waiting for their turn at the Sportello, there are a French-

speaking, an English-speaking and a Spanish-speaking man. I sit down with them, we 

chat, they ask each other information in a funny linguistic mix. What’s your name, how 

old are you, where are you from? ‘It’s a nice day’, says Edouardo, 22 years old. The 

Nigerian man nods, smiling. I ask why. ‘Well, I’ve met new people, it is a positive thing, 

instead of staying at the centre’. ‘Yes, at the centre doing nothing’, the Nigerian man 

adds. The French-speaking man gets curious, so he gets closer. It is a relaxed, pleasant 

moment. The three men chat and laugh. They are allowed to let go, for a moment, the 
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continuous strain of their waiting and the complex carrying out of their lives” (Fieldnotes, 

Naga-Har, March 2018).    

‘It is exactly what they want it to be’, I thought at the very beginning of fieldwork relating to 

the volunteers’ representation of the Naga-Har as a “familiar, friendly and warm place” (P.V., 

Naga-Har, Interview 36). Though, with the deepening of my observation I could understand that 

the relational and empowering dimension strongly wanted by the founding father of the Naga-

Har and rendering it an innovative and pioneering project within the back-then scenario of civil 

society’s interventions with asylum seekers and refugees, has been eroded little by little by 

national and local contextual changes and by the subsequent increasing of the demands for 

procedural assistance. Indeed, the latter has somehow forced the Naga-Har to focus more on 

their help-desk service, partly neglecting by force of circumstances its primordial socialising 

nature. The mentioned transformation process has provoked serious wounds and cracks within 

the volunteer group, who continuously keeps in insisting on the necessity of going back to a 

less operational and more informal, creative and humanizing approach, but has been failing up 

to now in reversing this trend:   

“The theoretical objective that re-emerges every annual seminar of the Naga-Har, where 

the group tries to share some collective aims, is precisely the lack of a relational 

dimension with the asylum seekers and refugees coming at the centre. The topic of 

“representing a home” is constantly reaffirmed and the issue of socialisation is always 

reported as insufficient. So, the objective is still the same of the beginning, but we are 

still far from it” (E.M., Naga-Har, Interview 35).  

In this regard, I will show in the next chapter that the Naga-Har seems to actually experience a 

dynamic of bureaucratisation of its action, which is someway distorting its nature. Nonetheless, 

its existence is considered essential by asylum seekers and refugees themselves, who value its 

intermediating and informative role as inalienable:  

“Me: Do you think that what the Naga-Har does is useful? 

Yes, of course. Because when I didn’t know anything, they told me. If I don’t know a 

law, I can go there, and they explain to me. It is useful, of course. Many people need 

Naga-Har, many people don’t know anything. They don’t speak the language and they 
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cannot understand anything. For me, for all these people, even a small hand is a big help. 

Naga-Har is a big help, everyone needs it” (Sameer, Interview 6).  

Similarly to Sameer, the following quote accounts for the fundamental bridging role played by 

the Naga-Har in-between asylum seekers and refugees and institutional entities. In addition, it 

underlines the added value provided by the fact of “helping for free”, which allows asylum 

seekers and refugees to feel actually welcomed:  

“The Naga-Har is really important. If someone, for example the Questura, does 

something wrong to one of us, the Naga-Har is immediately ready to write a letter or to 

make a phone call to try to make things right for him. They are always there to help you 

and they are not payed; they are just willing in their heart you to be better. Lot of Italians 

don't speak another language, at least there's a place you can speak and understand 

things. It is helpful” (Mourid, Interview 7).  

Hence, it can be claimed that, beyond internal criticalities and debates, the association is able 

of producing useful services on a daily basis. Nonetheless, despite asylum seekers and refugees’ 

subjective perception of the Naga-Har’s impact on their lives, the association manifests some 

other internal challenges. Indeed, I could remark a complex associational organisation because 

of which different roles and objectives overlap without being coordinated and collectively 

shared, thus endangering the mentioned relational dimension so deeply aimed. One of the 

biggest issues concerns the relation between the Naga-Har and the wider association Naga itself. 

Indeed, if on one side the Naga-Har was certainly born to be a service specific to asylum seekers 

and refugees’ need for a protected and welcoming space, it is still part of a collective structure 

claiming a precise and rigorous political position and aim, that of denouncing the incompetence, 

discriminations and lacks of institutions vis-à-vis migrants in Italy. Provision of Advocacy and 

Protest are in fact the claimed main activities of the Naga, based on which services should be 

organised. Though, I could remark a disconnection between the daily practice of the Naga-Har 

and the public representation and role of the wider association, causing a friction which is 

experienced negatively by volunteers: 

“Last Tuesday there was the collective meeting of the overall association. I speak about 

it with a volunteer at the Naga-Har and I sense a sort of discomfort towards the Naga. 
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The volunteer says: “Those professoroni (busy doctors) of the legal service have been 

telling us all the evening that we must stop to let everyone ask for asylum. They get on 

my nerves. I tell it to people, but if they want to do the request, what should I do??”. 

After that, she speaks with another volunteer about an African associational dinner to be 

organised and she says: “they told ‘we ask them to cook directly at the Naga, so that 

people can see them’. This kind of things make me sick, really!”” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, 

February 2018).  

The feeling expressed by the mentioned volunteer accounts for power dynamics that can arise 

concerning the internal organisation of hierarchies and representativeness within associations 

that are wished to be based on direct democratic processes and horizontality. Indeed, the 

incremental broadening and consequent complexification of the association has at some point 

required a more hierarchical internal organisation, which, according to some volunteers, has 

not been followed and supported by a constant and dialoguing reference to and interpretation 

of the wider association’s moods and opinions, provoking the loss of the collective consensus 

and a sense of unrepresentativeness and subordination on the part of volunteers. The following 

excerpt of an exchange between a volunteer and a member of the directive council is in my 

view particularly explanatory: 

“There is a big deal concerning the associational directive council and linked to its 

functioning and to a representativeness issue. I mean, basically those who enter it, 

suddenly stop to concretely being volunteers. This is a problem! As it is a problem the 

fact that much of the public interventions of the directive council do not come from the 

base. When I listen to F. speaking in the name of the Naga, then in mine too, I cannot 

believe my ears and I ask to myself: Does she represent me? No. But what am I supposed 

to do? I keep on doing my job here because I know that it is useful. And nonetheless, 

this is not fair. The directive council should be directly involved into the different 

working groups, it should understand and interpret the base’s moods and bring them 

outside” - “Yes, it is as if the directive council was considered as the government of the 

association, which is not. But every time that I say something to someone, I have this 

feeling. When I entered the directive council, I was still working with the street medicine 
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service. At a certain point, they asked me to stop working with them because they were 

feeling controlled. Do you understand?” – “This is because the directive council behaves 

as if it was controlling” – “This is not true!” – “Maybe you, but the others…for example, 

once F. came to the meeting of our group and she commented in such a directive way 

that it looked like she was the only one having decision-making power. But who is she? 

When has she ever participated into the group? It should not function in this way”.” 

(Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, September 2018).  

Such friction and misunderstandings result into a sort of schizophrenia, because of which to 

any branch of the association corresponds a specific and independent way of acting. The widely 

perceived unrepresentativeness alongside with the feeling of being hierarchically controlled 

have often provoked a defensive reaction on the part of the Naga-Har volunteers, to the extent 

that someone may have the feeling of “being in two different associations, in particular when 

some volunteers say something like: ‘Those of the Naga want to control us’. I mean, “those of 

the Naga”…each of us is the Naga!” (D.B., Naga-Har, Interview 34). Subsequently, volunteers often 

experience an increasing unwillingness and difficulty in participating actively to the 

associational life beyond the borders of their specific service: 

“There is a continuous invitation to participate more, but…finally many of those coming 

at the Naga-Har usually carves out that volunteering hours and nothing more. For sure, 

if you are not stimulated because you haven’t heard that there is that event, that day and 

that could be interesting for you too, or that another group is doing something that could 

be useful, then it is difficult to exit the standard routine: I volunteer my fixed hours from 

2pm to 6 pm every Tuesday, or I teach my Italian lesson from 3pm to 5 pm and then I 

go home. For pity’s sake, it is admirable, but this is not associational life, it is something 

different” (E.B., Naga-Har, Interview 33).  

The lack of regular contacts and exchange in turn widens the gap between Naga-har volunteers’ 

horizon of action and that of the wider association. The most significant battle takes place on 

the level of motivational drives, which concretely influence daily supportive practice. Indeed, 

a too wide distance in terms of basic principles and ideals has been complained by both the 

directive council and the coordinators of the Naga-Har. The political engagement and the 
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implementation of advocacy actions, while being publicly claimed as the main characteristic of 

the whole association, seem to be actually confined to a selected group charged of taking care 

of the image of the Naga to be communicated to the outside. On the contrary, most of Naga-

Har volunteers’ actions are interpreted as deprived of a militant force and charged of flattening 

on a charitable approach, which distorts and impoverish the overall association’s intrinsic 

nature: 

“I regret to say it, but in this phase Har is so little political. It depends on the volunteers, 

of course. But in general, I see a humanitarian approach, an almost charitable assistance, 

and this is a really big deal” (D.B., Naga-Har, Interview 34). 

“Something that really bothers and hurts me is that Har has by now a very poorly 

political approach, in favour of a welfarist one. The widest way of thinking is ‘I will 

volunteer at the Naga-Har so that they can finally learn Italian, those poor guys’” (E.M., 

Naga-Har, Interview 35).  

The presented empirical material allows to argue that the concomitant existence of more than 

one aimed action, still in terms of Ambrosini’s “Ps”, can result as difficult to handle in the 

absence of clear divisions of roles and shared decision-making processes. This is all the more 

true when it comes to volunteer associations, which, as for the Naga, aim at a collective and 

horizontal management of the same. Indeed, I have tried to show how a confused repartition of 

responsibilities and the tendency to tacitly taking for granted the collective consensus around 

associational intrinsic aims may end up in splitted and contradictory interpretations of the latter 

and subsequent heterogeneous ways of acting. In this sense, despite its uncontested usefulness, 

the Naga-Har is currently experiencing the search of a balance among its political, relational 

and assisting dimensions.  

3.2.1.4 Mshikamano: nuancing the conflict 

As I mentioned in the methodological chapter, the association Mshikamano was born in 2017 

by the encounter between some Italian activists of Ri-Make, a Milanese “Centro Sociale”, and 

some asylum seekers and refugees. The dynamic of this encounter already marks a difference 

with the other civil organisations observed. In fact, the approach has followed an inverse 

process: it wasn’t asylum seekers to firstly look for the help of activists. Rather, it was activists 
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that got closer to asylum seekers following some episodes of political protagonism of the latter 

and little by little attracted them towards their place:  

“D: Basically, one morning I was with Marie in a bar in Affori, and we saw at the news 

that some asylum seekers hosted by the centre of Bresso had organised a demonstration 

blocking Viale Fulvio Testi. We knew that is was somewhat close to us, so we started 

socialising within Ri-Make the event and we proposed to get in contact with our 

comrades in Cinisello. The latter in turn proposed to contact also some comrades in 

Bresso. So, the idea was to go there and to try to establish a contact with the protesters. 

We went and we started by asking if they needed some support for their protest or 

something else, and somehow, we established a relationship with some of them. We told 

them: ‘Look, we have a place near here, come if you wish, we can discuss among us and 

with other supportive friends about what can be done in view of their situation. So, 

afterwards, we organised a bid assembly here at Ri-Make, it was August.” (Mshikawhite, 

Interview 40).  

From that moment on, a dynamic of negotiation and nuancing of activists’ intrinsic and claimed 

conflictual militantism has started in order to understand and welcome asylum seekers’ 

immediate needs and expectations. Indeed, mixing different geographical, generational, 

economic, social, political and administrative conditions and experiences necessarily requires 

everyone’s availability and ability to negotiate its own ideals and points of view, in order to 

find a balanced and effectively shared collective aim. Nonetheless, it cannot be assumed that it 

always happens. In this sense, literature has underlined more than once that “social movements 

are usually highly adversarial in their declaration and public claims, but not very active in 

immigrants’ support” (Ambrosini and Van der Leun, 2015: 112). In fact, the widespread 

militant meaning of autonomy as “the refuse of hierarchy and power, the value of mutual-aid 

and solidarity in opposition to competition and individualism, the commitment to direct action 

and to a radical change and the revision of the idea of revolution” (Chatterton e Pickerill in 

Pecorelli, 2015: 286) could clash against personal conceptions and objectives of self-

development and self-determination of asylum seekers and refugees not corresponding to 

values inspired by anti-capitalism and collectivism. Similarly, asylum seekers and refugees 
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could express the need for direct and material support, instead of the organisation of collective 

protests and demonstrations. In this sense, activists may not be able and willing of calling into 

question their own ideologies and practices in order to actually support and encourage asylum 

seekers and refugees’ autonomy in terms of self-determination and self-development. 

Fieldwork has not provided an uncompromising answer in this regard. Actually, I will show in 

the next paragraphs that the divergence of interests and priorities between activists and asylum 

seekers members of the association has sometimes endangered the aimed horizontality and 

equity among them. Indeed, activists have not always been able of going beyond radical views 

of work and conflict, ending up with overwhelming and obscuring asylum seekers’ personal 

objectives. The latter joins what argued by Walter J. Nicholls concerning the ambiguous 

consequences of migrants’ participation into “native” social movements in some interesting 

works about the existence of opposite dynamics of collaboration and conflict within those same 

movements (Nicholls, 2011; Nicholls, 2016; Nicholls, 2019). Indeed, the American scholar has 

frequently underlined that “although participation in the movement served to enhance the voice 

of immigrants, it also introduced powerful cleavages into the networks that carried them into 

the field” and that “competing views over how rights should be distributed to immigrants 

resulted in conflicts between network participants, ultimately undermining their capacity to 

continue their struggle with any degree of real political force” (Nicholls, 2011: 612).  

Nonetheless, a concrete and positive attempt on the part of Italian activists of nuancing the 

conflict is witnessed by the phased transformation of action from protest to production of 

services, though compatible with the ideal of building modes of life “free from capitalistic 

logics, suspending the property right” (Pecorelli, 2015: 286) and “resisting to neoliberal and 

globalization policies” (Mudu, 2004: 936): 

“R: At the beginning of 2016 we have started the discussion around the transformation 

of our first informative activities into a collective dispute. It was at that time that the 

nucleus that would have then formed Mshikamano has started to consolidate. Some are 

gone by now, but many are still here. Sidqi, Salim, Mamedouh, Aboubekr, 

Moubachir…they all come from that period.  
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Then, during the summer 2016, or maybe the beginning of autumn, we have begun to 

reflect in another sense. The dispute was going on, but we were thinking: these guys, 

whether they will be rejected or they will obtain their protection, they will anyway face 

the problem of finding a house and a job, we need to find some answers in these terms” 

(Mshikawhite, Interview 40). 

This quote from the collective interview with activists accounts for the significant 

transformation of their activities with asylum seekers from demanding prompt answers to the 

pre-located institutions to the direct construction of those same answers through the collective 

projecting of an association aimed at providing self-managed work opportunities and mutual 

aid among members. In this sense, they have succeeded in entering the domain of the production 

of services, while staying true to their militant ideals. Indeed, the association has been imagined 

and proposed to asylum seekers in terms of a collective development of solutions to their 

concrete problems. The latter required thus a high degree of activity and responsibility on the 

part of asylum seekers themselves, differing in this sense from typical provision of services to 

passive users. Hence, the observed experience of Ri-Make and Mshikamano well represents 

those “direct social actions” recently theorized by Lorenzo Zamponi as “actions that do not 

primarily focus upon claiming something from the state or other power holders but that instead 

focus upon directly transforming some specific aspects of society by means of the action itself” 

(Zamponi, 2017: 97). What I have described though is also highly representative of the 

difficulty of exercising a political role while providing services outside of governance 

dynamics. In this regard, Busso and De Luigi have underlined how it can lead to an “unwanted 

support to public institutions” (Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 282) thanks to the focus often put by 

social movements’ services on “users”’ activation and responsabilisation, which could end with 

being compliant with neo-liberal conceptions of autonomy underpinning the official civic 

integration paradigm.  

At the same time, fieldwork has shown a gradual redefinition by Italian activists of the concept 

of conflict, as witnessed by the words of Dario when during an assembly he says that: “just 

through the productive activities of the group we have succeeded in claiming the right to 

mobility within the city, which is a concrete domain of struggle because it allows to be 
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independent from life inside the reception centres”, and that “the political and the professional 

issues cannot be separated. Our conflictual nature is still present; it has only taken a different 

shape” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, January 2018). This work of redefinition of pre-existing meanings 

among activists has helped them to accept and support the material transformation of their 

action, because it allowed them not to renounce to that political and conflictual dimension, 

which is so essential for the maintenance of their social identity as activists, but to simply let it 

slip towards a more concrete dimension: 

“R: There is dispute into the construction of a project that is based on solidarity and on 

cooperative work, on the valorisation of social cooperation over those aspects of 

competition and individualization so widespread in society, thus contrasting market 

dynamics, even if we will always have to confront with the latter in order to 

economically exist. 

D: To date, I am living this associational experience as an objective that once achieved 

is huge. Two, three years ago I would have considered it as…I wouldn’t say ridiculous, 

but certainly weird. And now, if Mamedouh obtains a contract and this allows him to 

get his document…well, this is huge. Then, of course, it is not sufficient, but it helps me 

in understanding that this have an impact, that we are able of partially achieve the 

objective, despite the deflation of the initial mobilisation dynamics.  

S: Indeed, the fact that the judge considered our associational work as an added value to 

grant the humanitarian protection to Mamedouh is a significant recognition of the 

importance of what we are doing” (Mshikawhite, Interview 40). 

It must be said that, beyond the mentioned militant and associational dynamics that allowed the 

comprehension of asylum seekers’ actual needs as well as an assumption of responsibility and 

initiative on the part of the latter, the association has anyway been going through a number of 

criticalities. First and foremost, fieldwork has shown how difficulty a passage from personal to 

collective autonomy is undertaken: 

“If at an individual level I have been perceiving a high degree of clarity of mind, an 

ability in interpreting social situations and to take a personal position about them, this 
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seems to diminish when it comes to demonstrate them within and as a group.” (Fieldnotes, 

Mshikamano, March 2018).  

In this sense, while arguing that the existence and activities and ideals of Mshikamano witness 

the capacity of social movements’ organisations to represent and function as “borderlands” 

(Deakin in Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 267), i.e. “places where civil society’s welfare activities 

meet those of actors based in the sphere of the state and market; autonomous locus of social 

protection where, while acting as welfare service providers, CSAs are also involved as 

challengers” (Ibidem: 268), fieldwork has additionally showed that they are not always and 

automatically able to foster the collective identity of their constituents through the development 

of “common discursive resources” that I have already said to be fundamental for “enabling 

individuals to view their social relegation as socially caused, not just emerging from what they 

might view as their own individual or cultural inadequacy” (Bona, 2018: 69). The latter is 

supported by R., who precisely complained the lack of recognition on the part of asylum seekers 

and refugees of the collective assembly as a competent autonomous subject entitled to act upon 

their situations:  

“When there are some concrete problems, it is almost never a collective mechanism to 

solve them, but someone that individually becomes point of reference: me about work, 

S. for the organisation of collective activities, A. and C. concerning documents…so, 

they are certainly bound by more or less important friendship relationships, but they still 

do not live the collective assembly as an autonomous body capable of making decisions 

and of solving problems” (Mshikawhite, Interview 40).  

Indeed, asylum seekers and refugees have initially approached the Centro Sociale motivated by 

an individual interest, which only later and just in some cases has succeeded in transforming 

into the recognition of a general interest, as per account of Ikram: 

“Everyone frequents some places because of a personal interest, isn’t it? This personal 

interest will force them afterwards to recognize a more general one. But if initially he 

doesn’t see any personal interest for frequenting that place…an interest at the individual 

level must be created in order to attract people and to show them the general interest” 

(Ikram, Interview 12).  
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The long temporality of such a transformation compared with the limited time spent on 

fieldwork haven’t allowed me to empirically observe if and how this will happen in the future. 

Nonetheless, this interpretation fits again the analysis of other “direct social actions”, which 

have been considered as “a first step in the development of political participation on a specific 

issue, both at the individual and at the collective level” (Ibidem: 99). 

In this sense, despite the mentioned and other criticalities, which the association is still trying 

to deconstruct on a daily basis, the most interesting thing of the experience of Mshikamano is 

precisely the presented process of lightening and nuancing of the activists’ radical and 

conflictual positioning. Indeed, and albeit ups and downs, the latter have been able to 

understand and welcome asylum seekers and refugees’ needs and to transform their own action 

according to the latter. In this sense, they represent an empirical example of the increasing 

selection on the part of social movements of types of collective action aimed at providing “the 

levels of assistance and security that state-managed welfare programs no longer provide” (Bosi 

and Zamponi, 2015: 377). Contrary to many well-known scholars of social movements, i.e. 

Donatella Della Porta, Mario Diani and others, Bosi and Zamponi argue that the implementation 

of such kind of collective actions, which, as said, they call “direct social action”, does not 

constitute an absolute novelty revealing a transformation of social movements’ nature. Rather, 

they claim that actually direct social actions “are consistently a part of existing repertoire of 

action” (Ibidem: 369), which have been used in the past and are more and more used nowadays 

because of “contexts characterised by austerity and economic crisis” (Ibidem). Hence, their 

interpretation disproves hypothesis according to which social movements are not apt or 

interested in building concrete and efficient services in support of asylum seekers and refugees 

by arguing that they do are apt and interested in doing so, though in particular socio-economic 

circumstances.   

More broadly, and based on what showed about all the four civil organisations, I agree with 

Ambrosini and Van der Leun’s argument, which states that “besides many differences, basic 

service-orientation appears to be more central to most NGOs in the field of migration than 

political advocacy” (Ambrosini and Van der Leun, 2015: 111). Indeed, even the most 

conflictual among the observed civil organisations has little by little modelled itself on the needs 
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of asylum seekers and refugees, modifying its advocacy actions in favour of the production of 

services. In this sense, and as I will better explain in the next chapter, civil organisations finally 

do not succeed in representing an effectively incisive antagonism vis-à-vis institutions. Indeed, 

albeit, as I will show later, one cannot speak about governance, civil organisations’ tendency to 

the production of services is certainly beneficial for institutions, which, partly freed from the 

political pressure of some actors, can further count on civil society’s energies and competences 

to close their loopholes and injustices.  

Though, before to move on to the next chapter, which is specifically dedicated to the topic of 

relations among collective subjects, including those with institutions, I would spend some pages 

on the analysis of some dynamics internal to civil organisations, which, beyond the specific 

services of each one, have shown to act transversally across all of them, providing some hints 

about civil society’s supportive action at a more general level.   

3.2.2 Internal dynamics: functioning, relations and representations feeding the “civil 

dilemma” 

In the last pages, I have focused on the typologies of activity specific to each of the observed 

civil organisations, showing that all of them constantly blend more than one ideal-typical action. 

In addition, I have proved that, regardless of significant differences in terms of widespread 

public representations about them, their daily practices are finally quite similar, even if in 

different forms, as most of them privilege production of services over other types of 

intervention.  

In the next few pages, I will instead focus on what connects or differentiates these actors in 

terms of organisation, representations, impacts and kind of relationship with asylum seekers 

and refugees. I will write about the pros and cons of a more or less formal organisation, about 

the emotional troubles of daily working with someone else’s pain, about the manifest limits that 

a non-institutional intervention entails as well as about the difficulty of pursuing the specific 

objectives and mission of the collective actor while respecting the personal objectives and will 

of asylum seekers and refugees. Closing the chapter, I will argue that the concomitant intense 

activity of all the above listed organisational, relational and representational dynamics 
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contributes in bringing about a situation in which civil organisations find themselves in the 

middle of an existential dilemma that I will call “the civil dilemma”.  

3.2.2.1 Divergences and instrumentalizations  

“I am participating at the “Forum territoriale per Cambiare l’Ordine delle Cose”, which 

takes place at the Circolo Arci Scighera, at the northern periphery of Milan. I arrive 

alone, but I immediately recognise many faces, symptom of the small world of 

associationism, functioning on personal relationships built through daily hands-on 

experience. The Forum is organised as if it was a conference, with an audience and a 

scene where different speakers follow one another. One of the last to intervene is the 

president of Naga. He reproduces mainly the Naga’s standard speech: “We must stop to 

settle with using low-level strategies trying to munch some rights, some small 

victories…we have to give to ourselves far-reaching objectives and to read immigration 

connecting it with every other social phenomenon. We must be conscious that we are 

not doing it because “we are the good ones”, but rather because it is our subjective 

interest to undermine inequalities and the wide impoverishment of rights”.  

His discourse is incisive and stimulating. He speaks to all the present associations and 

movements, aiming at favouring a collectivisation of aims and actions. I leave the Forum 

thinking that the migratory issue, the institutional emergency approach, the wide media 

coverage of asylum as well as within the public debate and the wide and opposing radical 

reactions that migrations provoke have the merit of having awaken the social tissue and 

a networked work of grassroots and local political reflection and social action. This is 

good. Among all this noise, though, is there some space for migrants’ conceptions of 

right, of the world, of globalisation, of inequalities, of integration? How is it possible to 

avoid the instrumentalization of their condition to the profit of that “subjective interest” 

mentioned by the president of Naga?” (Fieldnotes, February 2018).  

The question has re-emerged frequently during fieldwork, allowing me to remark some more 

or less deep divergences between civil organisations’ and asylum seekers and refugees’ 

objectives and meanings, which, sometimes, have entered into conflict.  
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As briefly anticipated when speaking about Ri-Make and Mshikamano, the most flagrant 

example of discrepancies has emerged between activists and migrants’ associative members in 

the shape of a tension between the time dedicated to productive activities to that dedicated to 

protest and conflictual claims. In this regard, through a study about the responsibilities of the 

Left in the political exclusion of immigrants and ethnic minorities in Italy, Teresa Cappiali has 

argued that “radical left organizations had their own agenda and were not willing to challenge 

their own political views to include those of immigrants” (Cappiali, 2016 :9) and that they 

“bring immigrants to their events and demonstrations, without proposing any concrete 

initiatives to improve their conditions” (Ibidem: 8). I have already claimed based on my 

interviewees’ accounts and fieldnotes that the very existence of the association Mshikamano 

allows to refute Cappiali’s arguments. However, I cannot conceal the fact that during the weekly 

associative assemblies the importance of collective protests and of collaboration with other 

struggles was once in a while reintroduced by Italian activists, which in some way felt that they 

were losing their main horizon if they did not fuel the fire of direct confrontation with 

institutions: 

“Today D. is particularly insisting about the topic of collective struggles, he pushes the 

association to participate in the two-days national assembly of Communia, that will take 

place in Bari. The topic re-emerges on and off, and on different initiatives. For sure, it 

makes this particular civil organisation different from the so-called “Third sector”. 

Though, it risks sometimes to speed up the process of political maturation of asylum 

seekers and refugees regarding the Italian landscape too much, undermining an actual 

awareness and autonomous positioning on their part. It also turns up the problem of 

each’s own political and social background, which differ a lot between Italian activists 

and asylum seekers” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, January 2018).  

When confronted to reactions as the one reported hereafter, underlining the inefficacy of 

demonstrations and the will of remaining focused on the development of concrete alternative 

steps of material inclusion, activists have often witnessed a feeling of frustration and 

disappointment:  
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“R. brings up again the question of the reception centre in Bresso, he speaks about the 

demonstration organised last weekend in front of it, which he judges as positive, and he 

says to feel the necessity of discussing collectively how to find more efficient ways of 

going back there. Ikram reacts by stating that in his view it is better not to organise 

another demonstration: “Many people inside were scared, because as we were there, lot 

of police was there too”. Moubachir agrees and he adds: “The situation of reception 

centres, Bresso and others, cannot be changed. We have demonstrated for one entire 

year and claimed a change that never happened. If anything, some of us have been 

labelled as rebels even inside their new centres, because they communicate among them. 

So, we must recognise this and accept it. Let’s use our energies for something more 

concrete that can actually change our lives, as the association”. R. is clearly 

disappointed; he does not agree and after the assembly he will open a lively discussion 

on the topic with D. Nonetheless, he decides to let it go for now” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, 

May 2018).  

The mentioned feeling of disappointment has sometimes resulted in implicitly forcing asylum 

seekers to public collective claiming activities, through a subtle, even if I would go so far as to 

say unconscious, dynamic of “gift and counter-gift”, as if to say: “we are voluntarily giving our 

time to your cause, so you should repay us by being present in some occasion that we judge 

important”. Specifically, it has been the case concerning the pressing by some activists about 

the importance for Mshikamano to share and converge into the feminist struggle and to actively 

participate to the demonstrations and strikes on the 8th of March: 

“M., speaking to Mshikamano’s migrant associative members: “you expressed a fear of 

walking alone at night, and this is something that you share with every woman in this 

country. For this reason, I believe that it is important that you participate to the 

organisation of the solidarity lunch of the 8th of March, whose proceeds will be given 

to some women striking from their exploitative work at a hotel, who are mainly migrant 

and endure, as you do, the widespread discourse stating that “the new migrants are 

stealing our jobs”” (Fieldnotes, Ri-Make, February 2018).  
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The topic has been brough up more than once during the weeks preceding the 8th of March, 

taking for granted an immediate and automatic understanding and sharing on the part of young 

African men of the objectives of the current feminist movement in Italy. No moments of 

mediation, explanation, confrontation on the topic have been foreseen before to propose to them 

such convergence. Hence, in this case the privileged relationship with asylum seekers has 

somehow been instrumentalised to make them contribute to a cause that they hadn’t deeply 

understood:  

“Finally, Mshikamano has chosen to participate to the demonstrations of the 8th of 

March accepting Ri-Make’s proposal of cooking the lunch for the morning protesters. 

On the 8th, we prepare the lunch at Ri-Make and then we go towards the assembly area. 

On the way, I chat with Sadoun, Amjad and Aslam and I realize that they have not fully 

understood the reasons of our participation nor those of the demonstrations of today. We 

discuss about gender roles and they tell me candidly that “it is normal for a woman to 

take care of the house and of children, this is her duty”. The protesters arrive and our 

discussion is interrupted, but I start to wonder about the fairness of taking them with us 

to demonstrations when they show not to have understood its motives. After the lunch, 

we go back to Ri-Make. D. calls me asking who will participate to the demonstration of 

the afternoon. I ask to them, and Mamedouh is the only one coming. D. gets angry, he 

tells me that we will have to discuss it at the next assembly, that we should force the 

issue a little bit. I tell him my concerns and I decide not to insist for them to come” 

(Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, March 2018). 

The insistent and sometimes authoritative militant approach of social movements and radical 

associationism has sometimes caused the estrangement of asylum seekers and refugees from 

them, because of the perceived and concretely experienced divergences of objectives. The latter 

is sometimes due to a lack of understanding, which has nothing to do with linguistic barriers, 

but is rather based on a background difference of meanings given to the same concepts: 

 “Apart from Mshikamano, I have participated to some demonstrations organised by 

“Nessuno è Illegale”, to which the Naga and many other associations belong and that 

we helped in organising. But finally, this was not what we were looking for. The basic 
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ideas are not the same with us. We, as Mshikamano, we don’t make politics as they do, 

we want to regularise our activity, we don’t want to criticize everyone.  

Me: Is this why it was difficult to keep participating to Nessuno è Illegale? 

Yes, because it was just about demonstrations. But what we are interested in, as 

Mshikamano, is to carry on with our professional project. So, we didn’t last a lot with 

them. I have always been present to the meetings, but when I got home, I always thought 

that this could not help me in going forward, that what they were talking about was not 

useful for my advancement. Maybe it is important, but I am not interested. Because I 

don’t understand it. They talk about things that I don’t understand, I cannot participate 

into something that I cannot understand” (Mamedouh, Interview 16). 

Likewise, the associative weekly assemblies of Mshikamano were often tinged with discussions 

about the meaning given to some concepts, such as the dichotomy legal/illegal. Indeed, while 

Italian members have often been trying to underline that legal/illegal is not always synonymous 

with fair/unfair, many migrant members have been worrying about a formal recognition of their 

professional activity on the premise that they judge to need it to be considered legal in order to 

feel legitimate to project its future development. Such kind of debates gave me additional hints 

about the difficulty for civil organisations, radical anti-systemic ones in particular, to find a 

balance between the attempt to frame the migration issue in a counter-hegemonic sense, staying 

thus true to their alleged autonomy vis-à-vis the State and, most of all, the market, and the will 

to respect and support asylum seekers and refugees’ expectations and needs, often concerned 

with acquiring the instruments for being included into rather than for challenging the system. 

Hence, the issue of civil organisations’ capacity and/or willingness to integrate, though with 

different degrees, institutional governance dynamics and welfare systems while protecting their 

potential role as challengers shows its entire complexity in particular referring to social 

movements’ organisations such as Mshikamano. Busso and De Luigi have in fact underlined 

that for social movements to enter the “institutional arrangements of society” entails by force 

of circumstances some forms of moderation, which may involve “the time devoted to protest 

and the traditional repertoires of action” as well as “the abandonment of more radical activities” 

(Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 283). This process is not obvious nor painless or exempt from 
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conflicts and misunderstandings, which proves that when it comes to empirical reality what 

Bosi and Zamponi call “direct social actions”, though evidently forming part of existing 

repertoires of action, do not show an unambiguous, unanimous and readily understandable 

meaning nor a linear implementation. At the same time, this is nothing shocking insofar as for 

civil organisations, the objective to effectively satisfy people’s needs is in principle often 

coupled with the pursuing of some socio-political ideal and the balanced merging of the two 

cannot be something immediate nor, probably, irreversible.  

The topic of political struggles seems to trigger an additional element of departure from asylum 

seekers and refugees’ objectives and will concerning the degree of visibility that they wish to 

grant to their migratory paths and their current living conditions. Indeed, for a political struggle 

to be able to put enough leverage on institutions, hence for civil organisations to actually 

influence the public sphere permitting a transformation of hegemonic norms and values, the 

claimed issue needs to be disclosed and spectacularised. Nonetheless, this clashes sometimes 

with the survival regularisation strategies of those directly concerned, as shown by the 

following excerpt from fieldnotes:  

“The volunteers of the Naga are debating the issue of informal settlements and their 

internal living conditions. Someone underlines that the media spotlight has dimmed 

during the last months, because of their lower visibility due to a fragmentation, almost 

pulverisation, of the latter in the Milanese area, in turn caused by the policy of forced 

evictions of the municipality. Someone states the necessity of organising an as noisy as 

possible public campaign. In this sense, the issue of the divergence of objectives and 

strategies between volunteers and migrants emerges. On one side, the Naga looks for the 

media-attention, projecting of shed a spotlight on settlements as a claiming weapon. On 

the other side, migrants try to invent strategies to be less visible, more “indifferent” so 

as to avoid jeopardising themselves from a legal/administrative point of view” (Fieldnotes, 

Naga-Har, April 2018).  

The same divergence of intentions based on the dichotomy visibility/invisibility has emerged 

when the collective organisations’ aim of not replacing institutional and public services was at 
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stake. Indeed, workers, volunteers and activists have sometimes waived asylum seekers and 

refugees’ explicit requests of discretion to the profit of the mentioned collective purpose: 

“One of the volunteers reacts aggressively to the request of a Malian man to follow his 

appeal. The man is hosted at the reception centre Mambretti in Milan, but he explains to 

the volunteer that he doesn’t trust them because in his view they have never concretely 

helped and supported him. The volunteer decides on her own initiative to call the man 

in charge of the reception centre, without warning the Malian man. She speaks with the 

responsible of Mambretti, telling who the man in front of her is and all the things that 

he told her. The Malian man gets very nervous and is about to leave. The volunteer 

pauses the phone call and stops him, urging him to calm down. He looks at me and says: 

“she shouldn’t have told him what I entrusted you. This is not fair”. I tell it to the 

volunteer, who rolls her eyes and says: “Come one, reception centres must know that we 

know, otherwise they keep on doing whatever they want!”. Nonetheless, the man is upset 

and angry. The volunteer closes the meeting by telling him to go back to the centre where 

his legal adviser is supposed to be waiting for him” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, November 2018).  

In brief, it can be said that the encounter between asylum seekers and refugees’ objectives, 

which often materialize into requests of technical support, and civil organisations’ ones, usually 

aiming at pointing to institutional loopholes, eventually filling the biggest one, frequently 

provokes a conflictual clash among them. The latter concerns in particular those civil 

organisations whose initial and intrinsic nature is a claiming one. In addition, it must be said 

that relational power dynamics are involved into the mentioned clash, usually confining asylum 

seekers and refugees in a position of inferiority and obliging them to either accept remissive 

exogenous evaluations and priorities or to refuse them, hindering though their chances of being 

helped.  

Though, this is not the only reason why civil organisations are often not able to meet the needs 

expressed by asylum seekers and refugees. Indeed, joining those scholars that argue for the 

concomitant need of civil society and of the State for reaching social justice, I will argue 

hereafter that some structural limits are posed to their interventions, impeding them to propose 

concrete and resolutive solutions.  
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3.2.2.2 Structural and systemic limits of civil intervention 

As I have shown above, asylum seekers and refugees’ requests and needs are not always met 

by civil organisations. This is certainly due to an actual discrepancy between their intentions 

and aims. Nonetheless, some systemic obstacles also contribute to the enlargement of the 

already mentioned gap. The topic of economic resources is undoubtedly one of them, as 

explicitly stated by the responsible of the S.A.I.: 

“I think that everywhere and anyway and for everyone, impact depends also on 

resources. In front of the poor, in front of overt distress; words, attention, gestures have 

their meaning, but they risk being multiplicated if there’s just this. Do you understand 

what I am saying? It is material resources that concretely generate helping and solidarity 

actions” (P.D., S.A.I., Interview 37).  

Indeed, the fact of enjoying limited economic resources is something experienced transversally 

both in the case of self-managed projects and in the case of more classical services. In this 

sense, Mshikamano’s migrant associative members have overtly claimed the lack of adequate 

financial means to structure and stabilise their collective professional project: 

“What does not work in Mshikamano is the lack of resources. If we had enough money 

to actually create our own business, it would be great. We already have more than the 

beginning, but it is not enough. We are working hard to regularise the project, but it is 

hard because we don’t have money, no one that can help us financially. In this sense, we 

are alone. If we had money, we could do everything. We need to find the way to finance 

the project. Because the problem of Mshikamano is not the lack of ideas…we have so 

many beautiful ideas. The problem is economical. Because to realise our project, we 

need a lot of money”” (Salim, Interview 17).  

Likewise, the issue of a straitened financial situation was identified by the person in charge of 

housing reception at the S.A.I. as the reason why the office has decided at some point to stop 

the official take-up of people, secured until then by the presence of an employed social assistant. 

The latter, though, made complicated the provision of “a concrete, immediate and practical 

intervention” (L.C., Interview 39). Add to economic issues, the normative framework within which 

civil organisations must anyway move and the institutional roles that they cannot replace have 
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also shown to be the cause of an often-limited intervention. In the following excerpt, it is in fact 

possible to remark that asylum seekers and refugees’ expectations in terms of help needed often 

exceed the actual possibilities of civil organisations, which, while trying to subvert or override 

it when they can, must in most of cases surrender to the repartition of roles and competences 

regulating the overall social system: 

“An African guy is complaining with the volunteer that he had his appointment for the 

renewal too far in time. He is angry and disappointed. The volunteer repeats more than 

once that “we cannot do anything about this, we are not the Questura, it is not us that 

chose the dates”. The guy throws the appointment paper on the table and is about to 

leave, he shakes his head grumbling that he has no home, no job, that he can’t take it 

anymore. “We can just verify together on the website if there are some dates sooner”, 

the volunteer says, almost embarrassed. He accepts and sits down silently” (Fieldnotes, 

Naga-Har, February 2018).  

Hence, the existence of economic and normative limits has shown to hinder the possibility of 

civil organisations of providing widely structured and resolutive solutions, regardless of 

whether they consider it as one of their own aims or not. The latter has resulted particularly in 

the difficulty of transforming a psychological, relational, political or low-threshold support into 

concrete opportunities of stabilisation and functional integration for asylum seekers and 

refugees. Indeed, this is confirmed by the accounts of the latter, which have often pointed to the 

incapacity of civil organisations to provide adequate and functional tools for actually improving 

their conditions:  

“I am really satisfied of the Naga, they taught me lot of things, their job is good, even if 

finally, I don’t have my documents…but it is not up to them. The only thing…you know, 

the biggest problem that we (asylum seekers and refugees) face is the lack of a place to 

live. To live outside is really hard to stand. Really, really hard. I would have never 

imagined ending up like this. So, if the Naga could help about this topic…you know, 

help with housing. They already do their best, the fact of having the chance of going 

there and watch TV or chat with people, it is already something and it helps to forget the 

problems for some time, but then you go out again…” (Jelani, Interview 1).  
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The lack of concreteness has been also interpreted as connected to a lack of analytical 

competences regarding realistic possibilities of inclusion of asylum seekers and refugees into 

the Italian social and economic environment, resulting thus into the provision of services and 

trainings at odds with the actual social reality:  

“Now, I need to learn handwork, this would help me a lot to find job, but they don't do 

it in Naga. I think they should think about it, about helping us to train in handwork, to 

find places where to go and learn. I mean, going to school can't solve immigrants' 

problems. Ok, it is useful as a person, but not useful for you experience. For example, 

computer classes are very interesting, but anyway as an immigrant you will never find a 

job in an office...otherwise, if you learn handwork...” (Fred, Interview 4).  

Hence, the layering of economic, normative and analytical deficiencies seems to result into a 

supportive action characterised by the satisfaction of basic needs or by the provision of a 

relational social context where to take breath, without it being resolutive though. As an 

example, according to some interviewees the associative support of Mshikamano is frequently 

limited to a kind, friendly and emotionally easing but functionally useless intervention:  

“Problems are problems. Mshikamano helps in leaving aside problems, but they anyway 

keep existing. It helps me in relaxing, in acquiring confidence, but there are a lot of 

problems that Mshikamano cannot solve” (Moubachir, Interview 15).  

For sure, each civil organisation has different impacts on asylum seekers and refugees’ material 

conditions and administrative paths, not all being characterised by immateriality. Services like 

the Rifugio of the S.A.I. or many others that have not been the focus of this research, such as 

the many social clinics or Italian schools existing in Milan, actually provide some factual 

solutions, which materialise into temporary shelters or ad hoc medical interventions. Are they 

decisive in structuring the “conditions of possibility” for asylum seekers and refugees’ 

integration? I don’t think so. And here, it comes back again the issue of the complementarity 

between civil society and the State. Indeed, the role of civil society should not be that of 

providing the conditions of possibility for integration processes to develop positively in 

redistributive terms. It possesses nor the economic resources nor the authorized power and the 

capacity for coordination that State structures possess. Civil society should “publicly scrutinize 
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powerful agents and institutions” (Young, 2000: 175) formally responsible for providing the 

conditions for asylum seekers and refugees to go through integration processes and to “exercise 

some measure of influence by raising issues and promoting policy objectives” (Ibidem) thanks 

to their grassroots competence and direct knowledge of asylum seekers and refugees’ actual 

conditions and needs. Indeed, fieldwork showed me that civil organisations are often privileged 

observation points through which to catch and understand the main issues regarding asylum 

and reception on a local basis. The daily observation of their practice has let me understand that 

the concrete impact of the services that they provide is actually less significant than their 

capacity of gathering rich data on the topic, as proven by the following excerpts: 

“A very important part of our job is to fill the informational report of the S.A.I., because 

this allows to gather a solid factual basis concerning the presence of foreigners in Italy. 

This is why we always make them sign the authorization to use personal data. With 

regard to the concrete impact of what we do, it is hard to assess. Though, we have tried 

sometimes ago, and we have discovered that only a low percentage of the people that 

we met actually finds a job after our intervention” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., February 2018).  

Likewise, I have written about the Naga-Har: 

“The Naga-Har seems to function as a filter to unblock simple situations, but it finally 

turns out to be mostly an observational site where to pull the strings of institutional 

shortcomings and, starting from this gathering of data, to act upon them through 

advocacy campaigns” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, April 2018).  

In the next two sub-paragraphs I will further address the issue in two ways. On one side, I will 

argue that, despite a general awareness about the low levels of concrete impact of their action 

on asylum seekers and refugees’ lives, the discursive representations in its regard often 

significantly diverge from actual practices. Moreover, I will also claim that an informal internal 

organisation alongside with the lack of professional competences are usually two additional as 

well as complementary causes of civil society’s difficulty in providing concrete support as 

single organisations.  
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3.2.2.3 Between words and deeds: representations and realities  

I have started reflecting about the discrepancies existing between actual practices and their 

discursive representations when I realised that the accounts provided by some workers, activists 

and volunteers about their job often did not match with asylum seekers and refugees’ subjective 

perception of it. Of course, it was one word against the other. Indeed, as I have chosen to base 

my investigation on the direct and qualitative voice of civil reception’s protagonists, both 

providers and users, I cannot but mobilise the latter, trying to analytically interpret it. In some 

cases, observation has helped to better understand. In other cases, as the one of the Rifugio of 

the S.A.I., I had to settle for what interviewees told me. In this sense, what I have limited myself 

to do is to take note of the mentioned discrepancies and to report them in order to warn myself 

and, hopefully, those that will want to read me, that somewhere there’s something that doesn’t 

work as it should.  

In fact, it has sometimes happened that workers’ narratives about their own service were 

significantly at odds with asylum seekers and refugees’ perceived experience. Speaking about 

the S.A.I., workers have more than once underlined a “high level of satisfaction” of the hosts 

and a structured and all-round support provided to them, as per account of its responsible:   

“The Rifugio is a resource offering an added value: it is not simply a resting place, but a 

place where the stopover becomes the condition of a re-habilitation. It is not a place 

where you go, sleep and if you need something you ask upon prior arrangement. We 

provide an action that is not just orienting towards where you can go to eat or sleep, but 

a take-over of the person, a light one, but still a take-over” (P.D., Interview 37). 

This interpretation of the Rifugio, though, wasn’t confirmed by asylum seekers and refugees’ 

accounts about it, which were all similar to the following: 

“Me: So, how the Rifugio works? Are there some educators helping you to develop some 

housing or professional project in view of the dismissal from there? 

No, no, no one is helping there.  

Me: Are you sure? I was told that there is a team of educators to support you at evening 

Well, maybe the other hosts…I haven’t seen them. 
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Me: Ok, well, there’s still L. here, she is trying to help right? 

Well, she tries…she tells you where to go, the names of the agencies to look for a job. 

But then you go and it is always the same, they never call you back. And even the fact 

of wandering all day long…I am trying to find another place, because I cannot sleep 

well here, I am too tired. But I don’t feel like to tell them, I don’t want them to get angry, 

so I don’t say anything. Because then they will judge me. Like, I had found a small job, 

and I bought some clothes and a phone. When they saw it, they immediately asked me: 

why did you buy new clothes? Who gave you money? But this is my money, I have the 

right of managing it. So, I don’t really want to speak with them.” (Sajed, Interview 25). 

Sajed’s account is representative of others delivered by migrant interviewees and it contradicts 

what told by P.D. about the Rifugio, described as a place that “is not just orienting towards 

where you can go to eat or sleep, but a take-over of the person”. In addition, it brings up the 

topic of some dynamics of investigation of the actual need of the hosts on the part of workers. 

Indeed, as I already showed, being the Rifugio a low-threshold service and having limited 

economic resources, the S.A.I. cannot but be very precise in evaluating those persons who are 

most in need. This does not preclude, though, that asylum seekers and refugees’ subjective 

experience of such dynamics is negative, as they do not take into consideration the mentioned 

motives for them to happen. On balance, what I really think is worth of analysis is the 

unreflective evaluation of asylum seekers and refugees’ satisfaction on the part of workers. The 

following account shows in fact that an internal monitoring of the hosts’ opinions and 

evaluations is not considered as necessary: 

“The degree of satisfaction of the hosts is quite high, and you can assess it without even 

asking. The fact that they come back, meeting the demanded requirements, means that 

the service is attractive” (P.D., Interview 37).  

Hence, the underestimation of the usefulness of interpelling those directly concerned by the 

offered service results in a relevant disconnection between what civil organisations think to be 

providing and what asylum seekers and refugees actually experience. This has nothing to do 

with the actual value of the services provided, nor with the abovementioned concrete and 

understandable limits to their action. Nonetheless, the lack of a real-time assessment capable of 
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valuing both the structural, economical, normative and intentional “conditions of possibility” 

of the intervention and its users’ subjective points of view jeopardises civil organisations’ 

capacity of development and suitability, hindering the continuous set-up of their action 

according to contextual changes and subjective insights. In this sense, echoing some theoretical 

reflections about the notion of autonomy and translating them into a collective perspective, civil 

organisations seem to lack sometimes the capacity and/or willingness to critical reflect about 

their own practices making the effort of assuming “the stance of a third party in appraising 

one’s motivations and actions”, where the “third party” should refer in this case to the asylum 

seekers and refugees that solicit them. On these lines, they risk to fail the moral dimension of 

autonomy, which we have seen to be referred to the passage from the search for what is 

subjectively good to the search for what is collectively right, coming about whenever there is 

at least temporary stand back from usual and taken-for-granted perspectives and scrutiny of the 

latter through others’ points of view as well as the attempt to find some kind of final 

arrangement.  

The lack of precise assessment is not the only cause of the mentioned disconnection. Indeed, 

an insistent discursive focus on the idealised objectives of the organisation has emerged as a 

significant element at the basis of the discrepancies between representations about it and actual 

practices. This is particularly manifest in the case of the Naga-Har, where the strong 

representational emphasis on its relational value hardly finds confirmation in the daily carrying 

out of activities. The latter is explicitly recognised by the coordinator of the centre, who 

identifies its reasons into the concrete difficulty of volunteers of getting in and sustaining a 

relation with asylum seekers and refugees: 

“This thing of relationships is so complicated. We are always talking about it, all the 

volunteers agree that the sportello should be closed, “Stop with it”, “it is not useful”, 

“let’s launch bombs on it”…what is the problem, then? In my view the problem is that 

to commit in a relationship is complex, not everyone is capable of doing it. Probably, 

we should just be a little more honest towards ourselves and tell: look, we do the 

sportello and we are ok with it. All this aiming at establishing relationships…finally it 

doesn’t exist so much, not as much as it does in words” (D.B., Interview 34). 
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Likewise, the insistence about not wanting to implicitly function as the substitutes of public 

services and institutions is highlighted as the intrinsic reason why the mentioned relational 

value is so much stressed, as in a constant justification of the organisation’s positioning within 

the wider scenario of asylum local governance: 

“As one of the objectives of the Naga-Har is precisely not to provide services that should 

be public, to overtly admit that actually and above all we do this would sound like a 

blasphemy. Admitting to ourselves that what we do is basically delivering an advisory 

service would mean to be saturated, it would push the association to say: ok then, we 

should close, as many other advisory services already exist and even better than ours” 

(E.M., Naga-Har, Interview 35).  

The gap between representations and realities is not just a matter of dynamics internal to civil 

organisations. Indeed, the public narratives travelling from mouth to mouth among asylum 

seekers and refugees, workers and volunteers themselves, as well as within institutions, are 

manifold and do not always correspond to the actual services provided by one or the other 

organisation. Often, this external circulation of representations, sometimes devoid of solid and 

realistic basis, operates granting to civil actors a degree of legitimation that, in some cases, 

exceeds their real impact, as per account of the coordinator of the Naga-Har: 

“In part, we are still living under the first years’ spotlight. Now, we are less useful than 

at the beginning.  

Me: And anyway, you enjoy a sort of public legitimation in town, and even outside.  

Well, I think that a certain point some narrations come out into services telling things 

like “those are good in doing this” probably without a previous verification of the 

truthfulness of what heard. And then these narrations travel, circulate. This happens to 

us too. How many people, you saw it, send asylum seekers here from other places. Even 

from institutions such as the Questura! And finally, what happens is that they come here 

with requests that we cannot meet, like the topic of job placement or the fact of 

producing the hospitality declaration. “Go to the Naga that they can do this for you”, but 

what the hell are you saying?? I would like to tell like this…” (D.B., Naga-Har, Interview 

34). 
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Indeed, empirical observation has sometimes let emerge a mechanism of reciprocal ignorance 

among civil organisations, provoking mistaken expectations on the part of asylum seekers and 

refugees about a possible support: 

“M. is substituting L. at the housing reception of the S.A.I. today. When a Gambian man 

confides to her that he is looking for someone to support him with his appeal, she 

answers that she cannot deal with legal issues and she adds: “I can give you the address 

of an association that can help you, the Naga, you can go there this afternoon and they 

will take care of your appeal through their lawyers”. As I know by now that at the Naga 

they do not accept of taking care of appeals so easily, I find myself in kind of resisting 

the idea of sending them there with the conviction that they will help him. This is not at 

all obvious, according to my observation there. I start to understand one of the reasons 

why asylum seekers and refugees’ expectations over civil organisations often diverge 

from the latter’s actual possibilities and/or willingness of intervene” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., 

April 2018).  

Hence, while – as I will show in the next chapter - a tacit reticular pattern seems to connect civil 

organisations among themselves based on a reciprocal knowledge, the latter has turned out to 

be a superficial one, at least at the level of single workers or volunteers. Indeed, the latter have 

frequently proven of ignoring respective internal functioning and actual possibilities, 

contributing in feeding the divergence between public representations and concrete practices of 

all of them. For sure, the sometimes-mistaken orientation of a person towards another 

organisation is also caused by the stressful feeling of not having answers to give that civil 

organisations’ members are often confronted to because of the mentioned actual limits of their 

possibilities of intervention and resulting in the experience of an emotional fatigue, which I will 

speak about later. Hence, in front of insistent and often desperate individuals, civil 

organisations’ members sometimes just want to give a hopeful information, a suggestion 

boosting the person’s moral and impelling him/her to let go. 

Finally, I could understand that the mentioned gap is fostered also by the high degree of internal 

heterogeneity characterising civil organisations. Even if I will show in the following sub-

paragraph that this is something that increases with informality, it has anyway emerged 



206 
 

transversally during fieldwork. Indeed, when asked to explain what the S.A.I. is to someone 

completely new, its housing responsible pointed exactly at the topic of heterogeneity as an 

element that makes it difficult to give uniform and unequivocal accounts of the service:  

“Me: If you had to tell someone that doesn’t know you at all what the S.A.I. is, what 

would you say? 

Well, it is not so easy to tell it because finally we are a lot of people here at the S.A.I., 

each one has its own personality, so it is difficult to say that we concretely have a single 

way of acting. For sure, there is a collective mission, which is the one that Caritas makes 

circulate externally, but the latter is finally carried out personally, each one with its own 

style, depending on its personality and history and from the case that he/she has to deal 

with” (L.C., S.A.I., Interview 39) 

Collective missions are thus often interpreted individually among civil organisation’s members, 

provoking the provision of different answers to identical questions. The gap between the 

plurality of the actual ways in which people are helped compared with the homogeneous 

externally conveyed representations about civil organisations’ intervention risks to result into a 

confusion about their actual possibilities and into random chances of being helped, as the latter 

depend upon the worker, volunteer or activist available in the particular moment of the request: 

“In my view, one of the biggest limits of the association is that there are as many Naga 

as there are volunteers. Everyone interprets in its own way the action that is carried out 

and this generates a huge confusion. You can see it when observing how asylum seekers 

deal with the sportello: they come here, understand how it works and then they try their 

chances with more than one volunteer…it results into a mess where the person cannot 

understand anymore who he/she can trust and the charge of work is duplicated” (E.M., 

Interview 35).  

In addition, collective and public representations about civil organisations’ aims and practices 

are not always and completely unchallenged internally. As I have already showed above, I could 

in some cases observe a sort of conflicting disconnection between the level of construction of 

the collective narration to be conveyed externally, carried on by small groups of leading people, 

and the level of the day-to-day implementation of activities thanks to the wider but somehow 
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voiceless rest of organisations. The latter concerned particularly the watered-down description 

of the association Mshikamano during public events, where asymmetrical power dynamics and 

mechanisms of delegation have sometimes been silenced to the profit of more flattering 

concepts of solidarity, horizontality and mutual aid, theoretically aimed but not always 

concretely reached. Furthermore, it also concerned the Naga-Har, where the political 

positioning claimed externally and giving the idea of a consolidated and widely agreed 

associative functioning is not always representative of the multiple souls of the Naga, feeding 

in this way a misunderstanding of what to expect from it: 

“We are an extremely heterogeneous reality, even concerning political nuances. For 

example, I do not share at all every position and proposals of R.T., sometimes I feel as 

we were back to high school. And nevertheless, I keep on working head-on, because 

finally it is what we do day-by-day that really matters. Anyway, I hope that the directive 

council will learn to consult regularly the base before to take positions and to express 

them publicly” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, September 2018).  

Hence, fieldwork has allowed to understand that the mechanisms provoking a divergence 

between civil organisations’ external representations and internal practices are manifold and 

operate across many of them, even if in different forms. As said, this results into high degrees 

of disorientation and disillusion among asylum seekers and refugees, who often end up by 

wandering from an organisation to another trying to find the most adequate answer to their 

needs, as well as some frustration civil organisations’ members, who cannot meet asylum 

seekers and refugees’ requests because of a misunderstanding about their actual possibilities of 

support.  

While claiming that it is about mechanisms involving all civil organisations, irrespective of 

their nature and mission, it must be said that some differences arise depending of their more or 

less formal internal functioning. Indeed, I will show hereafter that while an explicit hierarchical 

organisation could in some cases limit individuals’ creativity and motivation, it allows a more 

ordered and understandable action, which results finally to the profit of asylum seekers and 

refugees.  
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3.2.2.4 Formal and Informal organisation: Pros and Cons  

Albeit some internal and external mechanisms that can be said to operate similarly within the 

different civil organisations taken into consideration for this research work, they differ 

significantly in terms of spatial and operative organisation of their activities, also due to the 

structural differences among offered services. Indeed, while the S.A.I. and the union project 

showed a well-established and quite formal structure, fundamental for managing their 

respective services of temporary accommodation and of job placement, the Naga-Har and 

Mshikamano proved to be based on a more agile organisation, favouring informality and 

volunteering. These differences certainly have some consequences on the type of support 

provided to asylum seekers and refugees.  

To begin with, the pyramidal, though friendly, organisation of the S.A.I. has proven to somehow 

limit the capacity for initiative and creativity of its own workers. Indeed, more than once they 

have answered some of my requests and arguments by directly addressing me towards the 

person in charge of the entire office, who, despite his open mind and warm personality, has 

been acting his role in an explicit hierarchical way: 

“Today I assist the person in charge for the job area. After the morning meetings with 

migrants, we chat a little bit. I tell her about the other civil organisations that I am 

observing, and she answers: “Interesting. Please, keep me informed. It is additional 

contacts that can be useful, even if P. always tells us that we must try to re-orient people 

towards services close to Caritas. You know, I have to ask his permission to take 

initiatives, otherwise he tells me to stay in my lane” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., February 2018).  

Likewise, the legal adviser of the S.A.I., whose fundamental role and professional competences 

are widely recognised within the service, has gently addressed the issue when I asked her the 

chance of speaking with some of the asylum seekers and refugees that she follows by telling 

me: “There’s no problem for me, but better ask to P., he must have control over everything in 

here” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., March 2018).   

Hence, the precise division of roles and responsibilities under a hierarchical organisation 

confines workers’ action into the implementation of their own tasks, with little space for 

overlappings, substitutions and creative impulses. To be fair, though, I will show in the next 
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chapter that, although moving within such kind of organisation, workers are still able to carve 

out some space for manoeuvre to stretch normative and hierarchical limits. Likewise, it is worth 

saying that a more formal structure has proven to somewhat homogenise workers’ action, 

resulting in a well-defined and easy-readable overall intervention, where everyone knows 

his/her and others’ tasks and competences and collaborate to provide a choral support. At the 

same time, a formal organisation as the one characterising the S.A.I. cannot but coincide with 

the provision of services in classical terms. Indeed, the S.A.I. proposes some variegated and 

professional but top-down services, where users ask and providers answer. Not much space is 

left for a take-over that goes beyond the strict limits of the intervention and that could result 

into a more horizontal exchange between workers and asylum seekers and refugees, as per 

account of L.C.: 

“Once your task finished, i.e. once finished the period of reception at the Rifugio, my 

relationship with previous hosts ends. My role is to support them during the period of 

reception. After that, the person must turn to other services, that have maybe been 

identified by me, of course. But a dimension of relationality going beyond this never 

happened. Some people sometimes keep being bound to the S.A.I. because they are 

looking for a job, so they come for some meetings at the working area. In this case, I can 

maybe say “hello”, but nothing more than that. Once the service finished, the relation 

finishes too” (L.C., S.A.I., Interview 39). 

This top-down charitable structure certainly differs from those civil organisations where 

socialisation, horizontality and active participation of asylum seekers and refugees are precisely 

what is at stake. Indeed, informality and suppleness are needed in the attempt of building 

symmetrical and equal relationships between asylum seekers and refugees and their Italian 

counterpart. Nonetheless, they also provoke the emergence of long and complicated decision-

making processes and a frequent atmosphere of confusion and chaos that worsen them. The 

following excerpt from a collective assembly of Mshikamano provides a good example of what 

just mentioned:  

“This Sunday morning, we have met for the general assembly of the association. The 

objective is to carve out some time to collectively discuss about the evolution of the 
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group and the direction to take. The appointment is at 10,30 a.m., but I am late, as 

everyone else. We start around 11.30 a.m., knowing in advance that we won’t be able of 

ending the discussion today. The first thing to discuss is the change of our former rules 

about the division of our working activity’s proceeds. Then, we will have to decide under 

which requirements associative members may have the right to the monthly 

transportation card at the expense of the association. The discussion that opens brings 

up some fundamental topics to create and consolidate a shared group identity. Migrant 

associative members are at ease in taking the floor and putting forwards their opinions. 

There’s actual participation and involvement of everyone. Nonetheless, the assembly is 

pervaded with confusion, worsen by linguistic gaps. The debate is often fragmentated. 

Most of the time, people speak for launching personal opinions and proposals detached 

by what said just before. Concentration is easily lost, and decision-making processes are 

cumbersome and long. I feel tired, almost physically, by this disordered way of 

discussing, even if I understand that this is the most adequate one to let all of us carve 

out its space within the association” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, September 2018).  

In the case of Mshikamano, although it makes debating and decision-making quite laborious, 

the informal and disordered organisation just described represents the groundwork on which to 

develop the aim of looking for collective and democratic functioning mechanisms. Indeed, 

Mshikamano was not born to be an association where asylum seekers and refugees can turn to 

in order to benefit from free services provided by Italian volunteers. Instead, it tries to imagine 

collective alternatives for inclusion through the active participation and contribute of many 

different individuals, be they asylum seekers and refugees or not. The need of negotiating and 

finding a balance among so many different backgrounds, current conditions and future 

expectations cannot but produce a chaotic and noisy environment, without which, though, the 

mentioned aim would not be reachable.  

Very different is the situation of the Naga-Har, which can be considered as a complicated hybrid 

between the two above-mentioned civil organisations. Indeed, I have already shown that the 

observed branch of the wider association is still struggling to find a balance between a top-

down and quite bureaucratic provision of procedural services, and “a very strong ideal driving 
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force” (E.B., Naga-Har, Interview 33) aiming at valuing the warmer relational dimension of the 

encounter with asylum seekers and refugees. The difficult balance between these two opposing 

aspects is what gave me more elements to reflect about. In the first place, I could remark that, 

differently from Mshikamano, the association is not succeeding in putting the chaotic 

environment usually characterising the daily carrying out of activities at the service of 

reciprocal knowledge between volunteers and migrants and of active participation of the latter, 

as it would like to. On the contrary, the convergence of such a disordered and supple atmosphere 

with the concomitant attempt of providing technical services has frequently resulted into 

unrespectful attitudes towards the individuals to be helped and into a feeling of overwhelming 

experienced by volunteers. The following excerpt from fieldwork shows it quite well:  

“During the few moments that I spend at the reception desk, a Senegalese man comes 

and goes from behind the table. One volunteer calls him by his name. They seem to be 

confident with one another. The same volunteer decides to enter the room of the 

sportello and to carry on her job there. I enter with her. The man follows us, and another 

volunteer tells him to sit down with her. Meanwhile, she is dealing with the request of a 

Pakistan man. The volunteer that I am assisting is taking care of Tetiana, a Ukrainian 

girl who would like to ask for asylum and needs information about it. The volunteer is 

distracted by the noise outside the room, she misspells the girl’s name more than once 

on the e-mail to be sent to the Prefecture. I am the one who makes her notice it. The 

Senegalese man interrupts the meeting requiring the attention of the volunteer. Tetiana 

reacts to him by saying: “now she is doing my stuffs, wait for your turn”. Despite her 

complaints, the Senegalese man keeps interrupting the meeting. I start to reflect about 

these continuous interruptions and about the constant coming and going of people 

around the room. I consider it a quite indiscrete mechanism with regard to those that are 

trying to make themselves understood and to understand in their turn. The volunteer 

doesn’t show to be worried about it. Meanwhile, people have piled up outside the room, 

the booking list is not followed in the right order, some of them have a privileged access 

because they are known since some time by volunteers. The number of people standing 

in the doorway keeps on increasing, every now and then they try to enter saying: it is 

just a simple question. They stand there, looking at us. I feel overwhelmed, the sensation 



212 
 

of a pressure too hard to be sustained. At the same time, I remark that the volunteer is 

also in distress.” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, March 2018).  

The same chaotic working environment that oppresses volunteers is also one of the main 

reasons of a superficial take-over offered to asylum seekers and refugees. Indeed, the confusion 

and constant pressure under which volunteers try to organise their supportive action risks to 

make them lose the threads of asylum seekers and refugees’ individual situations, defusing in 

this way their potential capacity of helping: 

“A man from Ivory Coast enters the sportello. He needs to be followed regarding his 

appeal. The last time that he was here, a volunteer told him to come back this week 

because there were too many people and he could not take the time of calling lawyers in 

that moment. The current volunteer looks at his documents and tells him that the 

deadline to appeal has already passed. The man looks disoriented: “But, it was a 

colleague of yours to tell me to come back today. He read to my papers too, how is it 

possible?”. The volunteer is bothered and tells: “Look, this is a volunteer association, 

you cannot expect that we keep up with everything”. The man looks angry and sad: “I 

thought that the Naga helped people”.” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, April 2018).  

As a matter of fact, the Naga, including thus the Naga-Har, is an association whose main 

principle is to be composed almost completely by volunteers. Fascinating as it may be, this 

intrinsic associative characteristic has proven to bring up more than one criticality with respect 

to the dimension of provision of social assistance. In the first place, it complicates even more 

the already transversal aspect of internal heterogeneity. Indeed, the fact of not being paid and 

of not having to professionally and hierarchically respond to anyone leaves to volunteers a 

considerable flexibility which, although allowing the imagination of creative and alternative 

solutions to standard requests, doesn’t help the provision of unequivocal and equal services to 

everyone:  

“The Naga has chosen to be a volunteer association. I agree with this choice. Obviously, 

this generates a high degree of heterogeneity concerning the answers given to people. 

We, as employees, try to work to address the problem: we share information as much as 
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we can, we organise training moments to let everyone have the same competences. But 

it is not easy” (E.M., Naga-Har, Interview 35) 

Internal heterogeneity is amplificated in addition by the frequent turn-over that characterises 

volunteer associations. Indeed, every now and then the volunteer team of the Naga-Har is 

recomposed based on the new arrivals. At the same time, few are those volunteers that commit 

themselves for more than some months. One of the historical volunteers interestingly explains 

it in terms of structural existential conditions dictated by the current capitalistic and globalised 

society:  

“There is the huge topic of the precarity of work, which ensures that people, young 

people above all, arrive at the Naga-Har to volunteer but then go away because they 

have to find a job somewhere else” (E.B., Interview 33) 

The fragmentation of lives characterising our times and pushing everyone to be constantly 

mobile translates thus into a fragmentation of the engagement in volunteering. Subsequently, 

new volunteers need to be trained every now and then and anyway they often do not have the 

time to consolidate competences through experience. Indeed, the topic of competences is the 

last, but not least, one marking a difference between formal and informal provision of services. 

The choice of the Naga of avoiding an “entry selection” for volunteers based on their 

competences risks in fact to weaken their intervention. In this sense, some accounts have 

witnessed that the “extinction aim” of the association, reason why it has chosen to be composed 

mostly by volunteers, sometimes prevails over the efficiency and professionality of the 

provided support: 

“As you know, the main objective of the association is to lobby for the existence and 

well-functioning of public, but even private, services through which migrants can 

concretely enforce their rights. We don’t want to be those services; we want to make 

pressure on them. If the Naga was structured in the form of a social cooperative with its 

own services and its own professionals, this tension towards extinction would have 

disappeared. I know that many services that we provide here would be better provided 

by payed professionals, but this would not be the Naga. This is what we are, a volunteer 

association aiming at disappearing. Then of course, we screw many things up. Because, 
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obviously this is not your job, you do it one afternoon every week, you don’t have so 

many competences…In addition, while being a profession you would maybe solve a 

situation in five minutes, we need dilated times to intervene” (D.B., Naga-Har, Interview 34).   

To conclude, the presented empirical material prompts me to claim that civil organisations 

aiming at providing technical services to asylum seekers and refugees would gain from 

equipping themselves with competent figures and an ordered work organisation, granting to 

asylum seekers and refugees the due privacy and professionality. Indeed, fieldwork has shown 

that aiming at asylum seekers and refugees’ social, cultural and political promotion through the 

valorisation of a relational and socialising environment can hardly be coupled with the 

provision of professional services. These two forms of support, although equally respectable, 

clash with one other if kept “under a same umbrella”, as they need very different kinds of 

motives for action, competences and times.  

Indeed, volunteer and militant supportive actions usually demand an important dedication of 

time and engagement compared to professional services. In fact, they are not organised on fixed 

working hours after which one can easily switch off and carry on with its personal life. In this 

regards, I will show hereafter that the participation, sharing and collective reflection required 

by civil organisations as Mshikamano and the Naga-Har often pervade the entire existence of 

volunteers and activists, resulting sometimes in an emotional fatigue, which, while expressed 

also by other organisations’ workers, is managed with more difficulty by the former.  

 3.2.2.5 Emotional troubles of helping  

Engagement consumes energy. While it certainly represents a horizon of meaning for people’s 

lives, it also risks eroding part of intimate space and time away. To engage in support of others 

has its own additional fatigues. Indeed, it sets in motion a whole set of relational dynamics, 

which are not easy to handle. On one side, the quantitative as well as qualitative pressure of 

social and/or political engagement often provokes a feeling of overwhelming and exhaustion, 

which sometimes translates into physical symptoms:  

“The volunteer is feeling bad. She decides to stand up and to go taking some air. She 

says that she is feeling a weight on her chest and she needs to breathe. She looks 

powerless at the dozens of people jamming outside the room. She says she feels 
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oppressed. She asks me to go with her. We walk together in the garden. I suggest her to 

take some deep breaths in order to calm down. Many people are waiting for her and she 

needs to be clear-headed. She tells me that there are so many people still waiting, and 

tonight she will have the meeting of the Osservatorio at the other Naga. She already 

knows that it will end late at night and that there will be discussions. “I am so tired”, she 

says, “At a certain point, I will have to retire, because I am exhausted. Some mornings I 

weak up and think ‘I don’t want to get up, not today, I can’t do it.’ It’s a terrible thing” 

(Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, November 2018). 

The fact that she carries on volunteering despite the expressed feelings of anxiety and 

overcharging demonstrates that the personal enrichment and existential meaning provided by 

the act of mobilising for something that one judges right is able to counterbalance its negative 

side-effects. Nonetheless, many are the elements that makes engagement to asylum seekers and 

refugees’ cause emotionally troubling. Among them, interviewees have often underlined the 

huge number of requests for help that are received every day, the quantity of time often required 

to satisfy them and the impossibility to do it based on the limits that I have showed above. In 

addition, in particular when engagement takes the shape of volunteering and/or activism, 

interviewees have expressed the difficulty brought up by the fact of filling one’s own 

commitment with qualitative aspects. Indeed, the topic of relationality, which I have already 

faced above, is certainly one of the main characteristics, real or aimed, of both the volunteering 

and the militant realities that I have observed. The latter generates deep personal enmeshments 

that complicate even more the daily carrying out of one’s own supportive activities. Hence, it 

is not surprising that it has been identified by interviewees as one of the main reasons for the 

frequent turn-over of volunteers and activists: 

“This thing of relations is really complex; it is very difficult to handle. And it is also one 

of the reasons why some volunteers burn out…because they arrive, they plunge 

headlong, they give everything and after some months they realise that the situation went 

out of hand and that they feel drained. This is a great classic” (D.B., Naga-Har Interview 34).  

Empathy is certainly a prerequisite of helping. Indeed, literature on the subject underlines that 

it underpins authentic person-centred care (Kinman and Grant, 2016). Nonetheless, empathy 
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needs to be balanced in order to avoid “compassion fatigue”, which is “the experience of ‘stress 

resulting from helping or wanting to help a traumatized or suffering person’ (Figley in Konrath 

and Grynberg, 2016: 11). The latter also defined “empathic distress fatigue” (Ibidem: 12), is 

normally due to “over-identification”, i.e. the loss of “a sense of objectivity with respect to the 

client's wants and needs” (Fletcher and Weinstein, 2002: 142). Louise Grant has stated in this 

sense that “the risk of being emotionally over-involved with service users has been identified 

as being associated with a range of negative outcomes such as psychological distress, 

compassion fatigue and burnout” (Grant, 2013: 2). Hence, those who help must learn to 

establish and maintain some boundaries, while keeping their empathetic skill alive. This is done 

through the deployment of a specific type of empathy, called “accurate empathy”, which refers 

to “the ability to communicate empathic understanding whilst avoiding adverse emotional 

consequences from the encounter” (Ibidem). Accurate empathy is not an intrinsic characteristic 

of some individuals rather than others. It is something that needs to be trained, it constitutes the 

professional competence “to reflect effectively during and following an encounter with a 

service user, be aware of one’s own emotional reactions to a situation, and process and contain 

these feelings. It is the ability to read the emotions of others whilst remaining in touch with 

one’s own feelings” (Ibidem: 3). The fact that the attempt to find a balance between acting 

empathically towards care seekers and one’s own personal well-being is usually framed as a 

professionally acquired competence brings me back to what previously said about the pros and 

cons of drawing the supportive action towards asylum seekers and refugees on volunteering 

and/or activism without an accurate reflection about which are the competences required for 

making this very action efficient as well as respectful, while protecting volunteers and/or 

activists’ well-being and motivations intact. Indeed, fieldwork has proven that many civil 

organisations’ members have been frequently failing in finding a balance. They were usually 

experiencing high levels of “empathic distress fatigue” or rather, in a radical opposite way, 

using extreme emotional distancing as a defence mechanism, which, though, have pushed them 

in acting quite cynically towards asylum seekers and refugees. I will show later that the latter 

attitude is frequently worsen by the experience of the demanding intense routine provoked by 

an infinitive request of contingent assistance, which tends to make intervention standardised 

and impersonal. Besides this, it is interesting to remark that literature points to “a sense of 
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cynicism” together with “exhaustion” and “feelings of ineffectiveness of one’s work” as 

“commonly used dimensions to define and describe burnout” (Konrath and Grynberg, 2016: 

10). Indeed, all of them have emerged through fieldwork.  

At the same time, the fact of betting on the relational dimension of support has sometimes led 

to a sort of reproduction of dynamics typical of family groups, which are responsible both of 

straining the volunteer and/or activist and of making asylum seekers and refugees lazier, letting 

assistential, delegation and blind reliance dynamics festering, as the following excerpt from a 

phone call with one of the associative members of Mshikamano witnesses: 

“This afternoon Aboubekr called me to tell me that he has not yet received the last salary 

from the restaurant where he is working. I asked him if he called them to understand if 

there’s some reasons. He got nervous and told me: “No, I want you to call them. You 

are the European ones, we are African, and we don’t know anything of these things, so 

please you call”. He spoke aggressively, as I had never heard him speaking before. I 

explained to him, quite upset, that it is not my task to substitute him. My task is to support 

him and to orient him if he needs. I told him that I cannot take the responsibility of 

directly intervening in any specific issue of every one of them. This would not be fair 

nor for them, who could not learn how to move within the Italian society, or for me, as 

I would assume too much responsibility to handle. He almost hung up on me. I’ve cried. 

I felt demotivated and tired of the fact that they seem to be bond to us like children with 

their mothers” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, October 2018) 

The mentioned kind of maternalism, although acted in good conscience, pushes volunteers and 

activists to spend themselves into actions that go beyond a healthy relationship with 

engagement, as it makes them feel compelled to support asylum seekers and refugees in all 

respects, without assessing the real necessity of the request and sacrificing additional part of 

their time and energies: 

“After lunch, we (Italian associative members of Mshikamano) discuss among ourselves 

about the new job of Moubachir and how he is managing it. Indeed, as he finishes too 

late to take a train back home, S. has been going to pick him up after work every day for 

two weeks. She is manifestly tired, but states that this is a too good opportunity for him, 
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she cannot make him lose it. D. makes her notice that there is a collective place where 

to share and discuss questions and Moubachir did not respect this. He argues that, despite 

the existing affection and ties, we cannot manage situations based on friendship. ‘This 

is not our role. Rather, we must help him to understand and evaluate. But finally, he has 

to be responsible for what he chooses. Otherwise, we should do as you did for him with 

everyone, and it is not possible. S. bounces back and says: ‘Actually, I have plunged 

headlong in this without reflecting. I was pushed by a maternal feeling that I probably 

would not have even with my own children. But I saw him so happy, and after all his 

emotional roller coaster I thought that is was fair to let him do this thing. Nonetheless, I 

cannot take it anymore alone” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, November 2018).  

The emotional fatigue expressed by interviewees is not linked solely with the difficulty of 

keeping a detachment between engagement and personal life. Indeed, they have also expressed 

a feeling of frustration generated by the usual gap between spent energies and final reached 

impact. The latter can be theoretically translated into the lack of what Morin, Therriault and 

Bader call “sense of efficacy”, which they say to be an imperative element of individuals’ 

personal autonomy and whose development is sustained (or hindered) by “the links established 

between actions taken and achieved results” (Morin et al., 2019: 8):  

“Sometimes I feel a bit discouraged because I put so many energies in it, so many time 

and competences with the aim of concretely impact their lives, but finally what we do 

has a minor impact. It is an experience shared by everyone here to the point that we have 

lately asked for some counselling moments to be organised. Or anyway to help us in 

facing the frustration that we all feel when we realise that in front of a 100% engagement, 

the impact is almost invisible. I think this is the most difficult thing of being a volunteer 

here” (E.M., Naga-Har, Interview 35).  

Interviewees widely argued that the search for a balance between a participated commitment to 

asylum seekers and refugees’ well-being and the safeguard of one’s own is something that takes 

time and never ends. Indeed, even when protected by a more formal organisation structure that 

helps a certain emotional distance from asylum seekers and refugees’ personal histories, the 

issue of being constantly in contact with someone else’s suffering is anyway present:  
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“Me: Speaking of the emotional dimension of your job, which forces you to be very 

close to people in need…how do you handle it? 

It is something that you learn along the way and it is never-ending, because anyway 

some people, some histories stay with you forever. I burned out more than once, the first 

year in particular. Because you also have to face the fact that in front of many situations 

you are powerless. Sometimes I feel really tired, indeed” (L.C., S.A.I., Interview 39). 

In this sense, to work in team has emerged as the most adequate tool to handle and relieve the 

emotional troubles of helping:  

“What helps me more is to not be alone. The fact of discussing of all the situations that 

we meet allows to decompress inner feelings, to share points of view and maybe have 

some new ideas to make adjustments. The fact of not being alone is really fundamental” 

(E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38).  

Hence, the issues of collectivisation and networking show to be essential aspects for a balanced 

but significant support to asylum seekers and refugees to be organised. Indeed, to let 

engagement absorb completely one’s own individuality and intimate life risks to overwhelm 

the provider of help and to lead him/her to a gradual estrangement from its same commitment. 

In this sense, I have shown that the internal organisation of support can play a role in this search 

for a balance, but also that the mentioned fatigue is finally experienced by the members of all 

the observed civil organisations, independently from their structure and ways of acting. The 

main source of emotional distress is in fact a poor “sense of efficacy” (Ibidem) referring to the 

wide awareness of not being able of resolutely transform and improve asylum seekers and 

refugees’ conditions in Italy. Indeed, I have argued that economic and normative structures 

limit civil organisations’ interventions making it inconclusive. For this reason, together with 

the collective interpretation of their role inasmuch belonging to civil society, civil organisations 

usually declare their unwillingness to be simple provider of those services that should be offered 

by public institutions, sometimes clashing against asylum seekers and refugees’ actual needs.  

In this sense, a reflection about the different roles of the State (intended as a multi-levelled 

organisation) and civil society in promoting asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes 

as theorised by literature and as it has been brought about by the empirical observation of civil 
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organisations’ concrete economic and normative limits and  existential motives for action 

allows to shed light on what I would call the “civil dilemma”. Indeed, if we assume that the role 

of civil organisations is not to provide concrete solutions and satisfaction of asylum seekers and 

refugees’ material and administrative needs, their incapacity of actually doing it should not pose 

problems. Though, two interrelated questions raise. I have already showed that the capacity of 

the State to efficiently produce rules and procedures, invest resources and coordinate actors to 

provide the conditions for asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes should not be 

taken for granted. Among others, the need for electoral consensus, its interdependence with 

other levels of government (i.e. European Union), situations of economic stagnation, dynamics 

of corruption and specific political ideals are reasons playing different degrees of leverage in 

undermining the State’s capacity of enhancing social justice concerning asylum seekers and 

refugees. At the same time, this fumbling on the part of public institutions is one of the reasons 

why civil organisations are in practice frequently urged to satisfy asylum seekers and refugees’ 

help requests. In this sense, I will introduce in the next chapter the question of a usual dynamic 

of delegation linking civil organisations and public institutions. Hence, civil organisations find 

themselves in front of a dilemma: whether to stay true to their ideal typical role of “contexts of 

discovery” (Flynn, 2004: 440) of important social issues and of solicitors of a transformation 

of hegemonic norms and dynamics, or to try to answer to asylum seekers and refugees’ help 

requests the best that they can, risking though to depoliticise the question and to enter a 

mechanism of institutional governance that would undermine their counter-hegemonic 

potential. Though, the “civil dilemma” is not represented simply by a rational impasse between 

the two mentioned possibilities of alignment. As showed, it is fuelled also by the experience of 

an emotional distress brough up by the awareness of not being in the conditions of possibility 

for actually give concrete and resolutive answers to asylum seekers and refugees’ requests. 

Indeed, the latter have additionally pushed many among the civil organisations’ members that 

I could met towards the vindication of their partisan and counter-hegemonic role and task, 

which appeared to be useful also for shielding oneself from one’s own deficiencies.  

In any case, I have additionally showed that, while usually blending more than one typology of 

action at the same time, all of the observed civil organisations finally end up focusing exactly 

on the imagination and organisation of inclusion services, be they low-threshold, about social 
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and professional promotion or based on legal technical assistance. In the following chapter, I 

will widen the gaze and try to claim that these services and the additional political and social 

actions undertaken by each civil organisation are somehow complementary and implicitly form 

a networked structure that, interacting also with public institutions, gives life to an “implicit 

system of civil governance” of asylum. 
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4. BEYOND, ALONGSIDE AND IN PLACE OF INSTITUTIONS: AN IMPLICIT 

SYSTEM OF CIVIL GOVERNANCE?  

While I was wondering and empirically investigating the significant presence of asylum seekers 

and refugees in the civil organisations where I was carrying on my observation, I have also 

started reflecting about the existence, or not, of some kind of relationship among the latter. This 

was triggered at the beginning by the fact of crossing some of my future migrant interviewees 

in more than one organisation. The experience of Sadoun is of particular interest in this regard. 

In fact, this young Malian boy has crossed three of the four actors selected for this research 

work. I first met him at the S.A.I, where he went for the monthly meeting with the person in 

charge for the reception area. This is how I knew that he was hosted at the Rifugio since a couple 

of months. Sometime after, he told me that it was ManiTese, an NGO that, among other things, 

aims at facilitating asylum seekers and refugees’ inclusion in Italy, that addressed him there. 

The same ManiTese brough him to Mshikamano, where I met him for the second time: “Sara 

brought me there the first time. She already knew Ri-Make, so she also had knowledge of the 

association Mshikamano. She told me that it aimed at developing job opportunities for migrants 

and that it was a place where I could go and spend some time, staying quiet” (Sadoun, Interview 

18). Sadoun started attending the association regularly, strongly engaged in its development. 

Through it, he also followed the cooking training program that allowed him to extend his 

staying at the Rifugio beyond the normal anticipated duration of three months, as the S.A.I 

responsible for the reception area explained to me: “If it is for supporting an integration activity, 

we extend gladly the duration of the stay” (L.C., S.A.I., Interview 39). Finally, for going through 

his day when he was unemployed, Sadoun also used to attend the Naga-Har, where I met him 

for the third time and where he first went on the advice of his reception centre to improve his 

Italian, and has continued attending also once he decided to leave the school because, he 

explained, “I had lots of friends there. At the reception centre, I had nothing...just eat and sleep 

and nothing more. At the Naga is better because you can at least play table football, spend some 

time, you know?” (Sadoun, Interview 18). 

When I met Sadoun for the third time, at the Naga-Har, something clicked in my mind and I 

started to give shape to something that was still opaque until then. In fact, thanks to Sadoun’s 
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experience, I have started seeing more clearly the traces of an off-tracks civil network where 

different collective actors, despite their differences and apparent autonomy and isolation, 

influence each other and act chorally, even if implicitly, to provide the as complete as possible 

answer to asylum seekers and refugees’ needs. In this fourth chapter, I will try to draw its 

contours. Anyway, because I observed it through four specific actors, the network mapping that 

I will provide cannot but be partial, as, by force of circumstances, it prioritizes their specific 

relations. However, my prior aim is not to describe the civil network in detail, but to understand 

the way in which it develops and the kind of relationships that characterize it.  

For the same reason, I couldn’t but to include into the picture also public institutions. Indeed, 

despite their attempt of staying out of it, civil organisations find themselves finally obliged to 

play a role into the wider scenario of asylum local governance. As I will show, they daily come 

into contact with reception centres, local authorities, justice institutions and public services 

through dynamics of delegation, intermediation or formal collaboration, depending on the 

objective of the exchange and on the inner nature of the civil actor. In general, though, they also 

and always try to define a limit for preserving their autonomy vis-a-vis institutions, attempting 

to find a balance in the middle of the above-mentioned “civil dilemma”. As I will claim, this 

limit is usually traced by taking a specific and well-defined political position regarding the 

asylum system and immigration policies more in general, which allows them to feel free of 

acting challenging institutional norms on behalf of asylum seekers and refugees and claiming 

their non-neutrality. Because of that, I will finally claim that, concerning the relationships 

between institutions and civil society regarding asylum, what I have observed looks like a 

battleground where episodic truces are however enshrined. If this battleground should be 

considered as a form of governance or not is an open debate and it is probably connected to the 

degrees of cooperation or conflict among actors. In the next pages, I will show that the observed 

civil society organisations establish some relationships with public institutions mostly in terms 

of substitution, delegation, intermediation or political pressure, while a scenario of cooperation, 

collaboration or formal integration has developed only in the case of the union project, which 

has indeed proven to be involved in a very different circuit of services and actors compared to 

the other three subjects. For this reason, according to the characteristics of the inter-

organizational relations observed on the scenario that I have been confronted to, I do not agree 
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with the idea that it could be categorised under the governance umbrella. As already introduced, 

the situation is different when it comes to civil organisations themselves and the relational 

balance among them, which has usually leaned towards collaboration, cooperation and 

integration, though implicit, rather than towards conflict. In this sense, I argue that concerning 

civil organisations’ intervention in support of asylum seekers and refugees in Milan, it is 

possible to speak about what I would call “an implicit system of civil governance”.  

4.1 Knots of a network woven from mouth to mouth  

Once decided to include the question of a possible network among civil organisations into my 

observation, the identification of the most recurring subjects was quite straightforward: CASC, 

Saponaro, Opera San Francesco, Ortles, Tricolore, Casa della Carità are some of the names 

that I have heard daily, participating into the activities of the four selected organisations. 

Besides the Labour-Int project, which as I will show later has intentionally incorporated into a 

classic governance dynamic, the action of the other three subjects was frequently characterized 

by the mobilisation of other external actors through the redirection of asylum seekers and 

refugees towards them or by activating a direct communication with them on specific cases. It 

must be said that, although I could discern it thanks to my more or less foreign eye, no explicit 

reference has ever been made spontaneously about the actual existence of this hypothetical 

network. Nonetheless, questioned about it, the totality of the Italian interviewees has confirmed 

the presence of a reticular pattern that serves as a base for most of their interventions and that 

allows to give an answer to the largest possible number of asylum seekers and refugees’ needs, 

as per account of the President of Anolf-Milano and union responsible for the Labour-Int 

Project: “I cannot get to everything and to everywhere alone, nobody can. Hundredfold can be 

done if it is networked” (M.B., Anolf, Interview 42).  

According to what observed and claimed by interviewees, the mentioned reticular pattern seems 

to function through an ad-hoc activation on concrete cases that the first solicited actor cannot 

solve alone, as two workers at the S.A.I. have witnessed: 

“The network exists only if you activate it. I know well who works where and how, I 

know Milan’s available services, so it happens that I say to the person that I am helping: 

“go there, try to ask to them, they could be a resource in your situation”. Sometimes, 
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when it is possible, I directly call the other service and I try to make a bridge, before to 

send them there” (L.C., S.A.I., Interview 39). 

“There is some kind of collaboration, but it is not systemic, it works on specific cases. 

However, in Milan there are many different realities and we often collaborate asking 

what they can do for helping us, or we call saying: “We have this situation that needs 

legal support, what could you do?” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38) 

Based on the nature of the request and on their actual possibility of intervention, civil 

organisations thus activate dormant relationships in order to finally provide an as complete as 

possible answer to the expressed needs. Hereafter is an example of the typical mechanism of 

activation of a network relationship that I could observe: 

“E.C. is having a meeting with Fadel about the rejection of his asylum request on the 

part of the Commission. They are trying to go through all the elements that they 

presented to understand the main reasons of the reject. While doing so, E.C. provides 

me with a portion of their past history that helps me in grasping another bit of the implicit 

network that I am trying to visualize. She speaks about the report provided by Opera 

San Francesco, attesting the psychological weaknesses of Fadel and signed by the 

psychologist, the psychiatric and Viviana, Fadel’s reference person at Opera San 

Francesco, the catholic volunteer association whose name I have often been crossing 

since the beginning of fieldwork : “So, here’s what happened. Fadel called me after a lot 

of time that I didn’t have news of him to tell me the he would have had his interview 

some weeks after. I told him to come here immediately and I directly called Viviana for 

asking her a report by Opera San Francesco. I knew that they have been following Fadel 

from a psychological point of view since some time, he told me, so I didn’t hesitate in 

calling. Everything is useful for supporting the asylum request, so we have to join 

forces” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., June 2018). 

While in the above presented case, the worker has activated the network in the attempt of 

“joining forces”, there have been situations in which that same network was activated for 

completely redirecting the request to another actor: 



226 
 

“I am assisting M. at the reception service. A Sudanese man with subsidiary protection 

comes in. He needs for a place to sleep, reason why they oriented him to the reception 

service, but he actually also needs an address where to have his documents sent from 

Germany. In this regard, M. tells him that the S.A.I. cannot provide him the address. 

Nevertheless, she provides him the address of the Naga: “I think they can help you there, 

I have already met someone with the same problem, and I sent him there”, she tells” 

(Fieldnotes, S.A.I., April 2018). 

Be it for supplementing the already provided help, or functioning as substitutes in case of the 

impossibility of intervening on the part of one of the knots of the network, the reticular pattern 

which tacitly supports every single organisation is considered of vital importance in making 

their action more and more efficient, as per account of a volunteer of the Naga-Har: 

“It is fundamental that all volunteers understand the importance of external networks, 

even if only because if we know the networks and realities existing outside, our 

intervention becomes more efficient. For example, if an asylum seeker arrives to us from 

Sardinia, and we know that there it exists someone that do what we do here, then we can 

call and try to have more elements to solve the situation. But if we stay closed, if we 

don’t know these networks, it is not possible” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, September 2018). 

This covered and dormant network seems to limit itself to the satisfaction of concrete, basic 

needs. In fact, many interviewees claimed the lack of a collective cross-cutting reflection and 

project-design:  

“Today, I had a conversation with the responsible of the S.A.I. about the relationships 

and networks of the organisation. He himself confirms the existence in Milan of a 

network of informal actors taking care of migrants, though without protocols of 

agreement among them: ‘We are talking about a network that is mainly functional to the 

satisfaction of primary needs, such as accommodation, permits, health. There’s no 

dialogical flow on a cultural level, nor a relation with subjects which are less oriented to 

the satisfaction of needs, at least speaking of the S.A.I.’, he told me” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., 

May 2018).  
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He was not alone in confirming my initial intuition about the existence of intense network 

relationships among civil organisations, though underlying the lack of a stable structure of 

collaboration. According to much interviewees’ accounts, in fact: “the actors are many, but 

more and more dispersed, without an overall vision” (L.C., S.A.I., Interview 39). Particularly 

complained was “the lack of common reflective spaces where different subjects doing the same 

thing on different fronts could talk to each other, communicate and discuss” (M.B., Anolf, Interview 

42) and “binding elements that may manage and stimulate collective reflections” (P.D., S.A.I., 

Interview 37). The issue of the dearth of reflective sharing dynamics is of central importance, as 

it could hinder that “shared horizon of meaning”, which has been identified as one of the 

fundamental elements for defining a governance scenario, disclaiming thus the hypothesis of 

“an implicit system of civil governance”. Nonetheless, the observation of my research subjects’ 

daily practices allowed to guess the existence of an unspoken “minimal comprehension about 

the models for the development and social change of society” (Pallottino, 2007: 60), despite the 

absence of a formal regulative structure ordering and stabilizing civil inter-organisational 

relations. Indeed, all four organisations agree about the asylum institutional system’s 

deficiencies and distortions and about the constant urgent need for alternative supportive 

subjects. At the same time, despite inflected in different nuances, all four have a strong 

discourse about the importance and richness of intercultural miscegenation and about social 

justice in term of emancipation of the last of society. In this sense, I found it significant that 

even the most charitable actor among those studied has showed a quite politically engaged 

discourse in the interpretation of its actions, thus valuing scientific interpretations of charity as 

congruent with political activism. Indeed, some scholars have been challenging conventional 

perspectives considering charity “not only a symptom but also a cause of the growth of poverty” 

and assigning to it “a position of appeasement and maintenance of the status quo” (Allahyari, 

2001: 205). Such researchers underline that recent Christian social doctrine and ethics have 

been urging Christians “to break with the pietistic and individualistic forms of religious 

devotion to see that the religious life is also, if not entirely, the life of social involvement” 

(Hauerwas, :251), meaning that if they are to mobilise, “they cannot be concerned simply with 

the effects of poverty and injustice, they must wage war on the systems that produce the 

injustice” (Ibidem). In this sense, according to Rebecca Anne Allahyari, “organizations may be 
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simultaneously dedicated to caring for people and to changing the social conditions producing 

the problematic condition” (Allahyari, 2001: 210). We have already seen and we will see it 

better in the development of the chapter that simultaneity and congruence among the two 

mentioned types of action are actually more difficult to implement than it is argued, causing the 

emergence of deep motivational and existential dilemmas within organisations. In any case, at 

a theoretical level of analysis charitable organisations could be potentially capable of doing so 

by way of transforming “powerful compassionate sentiments into a moral conscience 

constituency” (Allahyari, 2001: 206), hence transforming “rights for the poor into moral 

priorities for the community” (Ibidem: 204). Such kind of social action is actually doubly 

political. On one side, it is because “it restructures ties among self, community, and society” 

(Ibidem: 206). Furthermore, it is because it tries to affect the public sphere by means of 

processing individual “emotional pleas on behalf of the poor” (Ibidem: 204) into a collective 

feeling and claim for social justice. Admittedly, if one recalls the original meaning of the 

principle of subsidiarity framed by the Catholic social doctrine, as introduced in the first 

chapter, it is not hard to consign to charitable organisations a political role. I have showed in 

fact that it originally described the idea that each social entity, from the individual to the State 

passing through all the other more or less structured forms of the social, have a role in pursuing 

the common good intended as a socially just situation in which “each individual member is 

given what it needs for the exercise of its proper function, all that is necessary for the exercise 

of his social munus (gift)” (McKinley Brennan, 2012: 10). 

The commitment to such a principle is in my view well testified by the S.A.I. responsible’s 

words: 

“The constitution of the human-sized city of man is an objective to which everyone can 

and must participate; all those that are interested in the “polis”, in the public question, 

in the human management of the city. After that everyone have participated, believers 

and atheists and agnostics, which are indeed structural differences from an ideological 

point of view; after that the effort for the building of the city of man has been activated; 

then you can divide on the basis of faith or whatever, but the active engagement for a 

just, multi-racial polis must be the first thing” (P.D., S.A.I., Interview 42).  
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Nevertheless, the widely witnessed lack of a higher level of inter-organisational relations does 

not stop being a fundamental issue. In fact, in their perspective if the daily practical work is not 

coupled with a shared forward-looking reflection, civil organisations risk to flatten themselves 

on the day-by-day patching of institutional holes, finally defusing that tension towards social 

change that characterizes them discursively and that keeps civil society’s intrinsic autonomy 

untouched. We understand thus that to concurrently provide services and struggle for 

transforming structural injustices and social dynamics is way more complicated than previously 

theorised. As Jessop has stated, “ ‘invisible hand’ of mutual adaptation” (Jessop, 1998: 29) does 

not seem to be enough to actually give life to an inter-organisation system of civil support and 

claim concerning asylum. A phase of deliberation and/or of “integrative bargaining” (Baccaro, 

2006: 201) appear to be needed. The preoccupation about it, which constantly concerned most 

of my “civil interviewees”, is well represented by the legal responsible of the S.A.I. who has 

pointed to the difficulty of the observed civil organisations to actually “express themselves to 

a more general and indeterminate public” (Young, 2000: 170), thus risking to represent “only 

parochial separatist enclaves with little role to play in a process of solving problems that cross 

groups” (Ibidem: 172): 

“Our biggest weakness is maybe that we are strongly engaged in the individual 

conditions of our users, maybe giving too much importance sometimes to what we can 

do in that specific situation. But the solving of a single problem should never be 

separated from looking for a more general social justice, which can hardly be achieved 

by simply giving an answer to individual and contingent needs. This is what concerns 

me the most” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38). 

While involving all four actors transversely, it is not surprising that the preoccupation about 

one’s counter-hegemonical potential has resulted as less influent within the most aggregative 

actors, the self-managed social centre in particular. Despite having modified during time the 

concrete forms of its conflictual nature for trying to adapt it to asylum seekers and refugees’ 

demands, this very nature has been continuing representing the breeding ground on which to 

keep feeding historical networked relationships: 
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“R.: At the very beginning, when we first organised a demonstration in front of Bresso 

reception centre, where the asylum seekers now constituting the association 

Mshikamano were hosted, a lot of people immediately answered the call. Without it 

long, you need to know that among all those that would have subsequently fed the 

claiming phase prior to the creation of the association, there was, there is, a long history 

of events linked to migrants, which have not always been asylum seekers or refugees, 

and that dates back of that enormous unsolved story which started with the “Turco-

Napolitano” Law, and then with the “Bossi-Fini” Law. 

A.: there was a very active movement that unfortunately could never obtain an answer 

to its initial requests, i.e. a permit of stay for anyone and being untied from the working 

situation. It was called Milano Città per tutti (Milan, city for everyone).  

R.: Even before, in the first half of the 1980s, we built the association “Diversi ma 

Insieme” (Different though together), then there was the period of “Scuole senza 

permesso” (Schools without permit). 

A.: I have known P. (another Ri-Make activist) at “Stop Razzismo” (Stop Racism) during 

the 1970s… 

D.: Let’s say that there was a well-established nucleus that in the precise moment of the 

protests in Bresso has converged in Ri-Make, but it has an important previous history” 

(Mshikawhite, Interview 40). 

Hence, the actors constituting the anti-racist Italian social movement in Milan have witnessed 

to be less involved by the above-mentioned content-emptying mechanism because of the 

sharing of a long tradition of collective actions based on a common radical ideology. Though, 

I have already claimed that, besides not being immune to the flattening dynamics already 

mentioned, which have been slowly reducing also their action to procedural interventions, that 

very ideology risks in some cases to overcome asylum seekers and refugees’ actual expectations 

and personal inclinations, finally pushing them away. To be fair, though, since shortly before 

the beginning of my fieldwork, a blending of different membership areas has been arising 

allowing the encounter and the construction of solid networks between self-managed social 

centres and Milan moderate associationism. On these lines, an activist of a well-known 
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Milanese self-managed social centre claimed that “Solidarity is the only politics we need 

today”, during an inter-organisational meeting about racism organised on February 2018, and 

that “we need to be able to find the lowest common denominator in order to communicate, even 

if through different languages, the same message, namely that the only real and true reception 

is the one that is organised by the territories, not the one closed into four walls. We need to 

break down our divisive barriers, because only networking different subjects we can try to deny 

prejudices and struggle racism” (Fieldnotes, February 2018).  

The necessity of making unspoken networks emerge and to give voice and shape to the 

collective “shared horizon of meaning” that already exists, even if hidden, has thus been 

recognized as the only way to point to a structural change of asylum seekers and refugees’ 

conditions in Italy, giving empirical substance to theoretical interpretations suggesting that 

“there must be a process of interaction and exchange through which diverse sub-publics argue, 

influence one another, and influence policies and actions of state and economic institutions” 

(Ibidem). In this sense, what was quite transversally felt is the urgency for keeping together the 

punctual supportive actions on a local and individual basis, which try to guarantee to everyone 

the right to a dignified existence, and the tension towards a more general change of the system, 

concerning not only asylum, but also other migrant categories and the issue of diversity in Italy 

more widely. At the same time, though, an explicit trespassing of the sharper borders existing 

between subjects pertaining to apparently very different areas, namely self-managed social 

centres and Caritas, has not been mentioned as a real option yet, to the extent that leaving the 

above-mentioned meeting I wrote down on my fieldnotes:  

“The honourable attempt to officialise until now implicit networks for the sake of a wider 

ideal by way of modelling one’s own original nature seems though to stop at similar 

organisations in terms of ideology and types of action. It is thus reductive. Where are 

today Caritas, smaller volunteer associations, trade unions, schools? Why weren’t they 

invited?” (Fieldnotes, February 2018). 

However, the reciprocal exclusion from attempts of giving explicit substance to implicit 

networked relationships has no effects on the actual reticular pattern linking daily even the most 
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different civil organisations. In the next few pages, I will focus on the two most significant 

mechanisms of link-tracing that I could observe and investigate during fieldwork. 

4.1.1 Individuals linking collectives 

While for visualising the initially guessed civil network I had to widen the unit of analysis 

starting to observe the four selected civil organisations as knots of a wider system; for grasping 

the latter’s connective mechanisms I had instead to reduce the level of my observation, focusing 

on the individuals composing the collective actors. In this regard, studying the relations between 

science and industry, Michel Grossetti and Marie-Pierre Bès have underlined that “some 

economic effects can be explained by (…) giving priority to the individuals and their networks 

rather than to the organisations considered as collective actors” (Grossetti and Bès, 2001: 2). 

Indeed, I could rapidly understand that many of the contacts between one organisation and 

another were made and kept through personal relationships between individuals, rather than 

between the collective organisations in their entirety. This has included  the relations between 

civil and institutional actors too, which could sometimes exist thanks to informal links between 

individuals, while maintaining the separateness officially claimed:  

“E.M. and E.B. have been trying all the afternoon to get in contact with Casa Dei Diritti 

to address there Precious, a young Nigerian girl that they suspect being involved into a 

prostitution ring. As they struggle to have them on the phone, E.B. decides to call 

“Maria” at Scaldasole (the municipal immigration office) to ask for information. Such 

Maria gives her some names and numbers to call. Once E.B. hangs the phone, I ask her: 

“How do you know people in Scaldasole?”. She answers: “Ah, she is a very nice person, 

I bothered her so many times that basically we became friends. Sometimes we call each 

other for solving some complicated situations, and finally we end up working together. 

Nonetheless, I think that I have never seen her in face”. She laughs” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, 

October 2018).  

Likewise, E.M. told me about Naga’s relationships with Milan justice institutions, underlying 

more clearly the use of personal connections for reaching the double objective of obtaining 

information or help while keeping the association’s autonomy untouched:  
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“We try to use the official communication channels, to communicate through the 

Questura or Prefettura’s PEC addresses. Then eventually, it often happens that some 

kind of privileged channel…because when you interact daily with the same civil 

servants necessarily you end up always turning to them. I mean, if I have a doubt about 

a certain situation, I write to the superintendent X at the Questura and I know for sure 

that he will answer. Experience taught me this. Nevertheless, we try not to build a real 

officiality about this, to keep a certain distance anyway” (E., Naga-Har, Interview 35) 

Many anecdotes like those above mentioned have characterized the observation of the 

networking mechanisms which I was interested in, witnessing a functioning similar to that 

described by Grossetti and Bès and where some individuals seemed to act as “boundary 

spanner, joining up separate fields and social sectors” (Ball, 2016: 553). Practice and custom 

proved to be the most important factors triggering such relationships and reciprocal exchanges, 

as per account of the S.A.I. responsible for the reception area:   

“It is something unavoidable and normal, everybody functions like this. Professionality 

is made of competences that you undoubtedly acquire through training and studying, but 

also through experience. And the experience that you gather during all your professional 

path is also composed of relationships that you establish with people. I wouldn’t say that 

they are friendly relationships, it’s more something dictated by praxis” (L.C., S.A.I., 

Interview 39). 

The Milanese context has certainly favoured such a mechanism. In fact, while being considered 

an important metropolis, its associative scene is finally experienced as a as a small one when it 

comes to specific working areas, as per account of the coordinator at the Naga-Har: “You know, 

it’s a small world. When you work on certain topics, people are always the same” (D.B., Naga-

Har, Interview 34). The latter also facilitates the mobilisation of previous intimate relationships 

within one’s own intervention and professional area:  

“You know, Milan is a small city, so it is easy to reach other organisations through your 

personal contacts. For example, I am good friend with one or two persons at the Naga, 

with someone that works with Comaschi Fathers, and others at the free health clinic in 

Via dei Transiti, so it is quite immediate if I need support” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38). 
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The same person has provided me with some hints about an additional networking mechanism, 

which again involves specific individuals but without, in this case, producing a situation of 

collaboration. She is a lawyer who renounced to her membership to the Italian Bar in order to 

dedicate to “a more practical, social and creative legal activity” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38). She has 

been working as a legal adviser at the S.A.I. since 2000. At the same time, she told me that she 

has always volunteering, often with migrants or minorities. She has a strong catholic faith, 

reason why she chose to work in Caritas: “It is inspired by the Gospel, and as I am a believer, 

I’ve liked this kind of inspiration, I feel like it gives a fair approach to our work. Of course, it 

depends if you follow It correctly, because everyone follows It personally, but I have always 

liked Caritas’ approach” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38). Because of her faith, she is also an active and 

engaged member of Comunità di Sant’Egidio, where she volunteers after her working hours. 

What has particularly interested me is that she has told me using her double membership for 

tracing threads between the two organisations: 

“I meet E.C. at her office, we tell each other about our holidays. She tells me that during 

the first half of August she volunteered at the reception spot that Comunità di 

Sant’Egidio has opened in Via degli Olivetani: “it is a summer reception for homeless 

people, who we went to look for every day. Many were asylum seekers. The place must 

close now, with the beginning of the working year, so I addressed some of them here” 

(Fieldnotes, S.A.I., September 2018) 

Her narration allows to account for situations in which workers or volunteers of a collective 

subject are at the same time workers, volunteers or activists of a different one, witnessing that 

if collective actors can play different roles (simultaneously or in different moments), individuals 

enjoy even greater freedom and they can at one and the same time cover multiple roles and 

belong to multiple groups of actors” (Busso and De Luigi, 2019: 281). They act in this case as 

“brokers in a structural fold, namely as the common actors of two overlapping, cohesive 

clusters” (Long et al., 2013: 13). This condition had a particular resonance for me, as through 

her account I realised that I was in fact playing the same role. Indeed, coupled with E.C.’s 

account, my personal positioning has helped me in guessing a new portion of the networking 
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mechanisms that I was investigating, revealing to me how a double membership of an individual 

can actually build bridges among different organisations:   

“(…) M. is sending away the Sudanese guy without a solution. He starts to gather his 

stuffs, slowly, as if he doesn’t want to leave, as if he wants to give us some more time 

to change our minds. I feel bad. When he leaves, I follow him, and I tell him that he 

could turn to the Naga to see if they could help him: “I will be there tomorrow afternoon 

if you want to wait. Otherwise, take this and give it to them”. I give him a small paper 

where I have briefly written his situation and the fact that I have already met him. I hope 

that this could help the communication with the Naga volunteers and that the fact that it 

is me that is sending him pushes them in focusing particularly” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., April 

2018). 

Hence, the daily interaction between specific individuals on specific cases as well as previous 

personal relationships have been enriching and stabilising collective organisations’ wider social 

capital over time, although without giving rise to official collaborative relationships, which 

could represent the basis on which to develop a solid collective discourse in order to exercise 

some increased power in relation with institutional policies, narratives and practices. Indeed, it 

is individuals, not organisations, that have shown to be the concrete developers of networked 

relationships among civil organisations themselves as well as between civil organisations and 

institutional subjects, acting as “boundary spanners”, “brokers” or “go-between subjects” 

(Ibidem) according to their situation or inclination. As I will show hereafter, asylum seekers 

and refugees themselves can also be said to play the role of boundary spanners of the network, 

because while turning to different actors in order to satisfy different needs, they are able to build 

contacts among subjects that would probably not have worked together but for the well-being 

of a same known individual. 

4.1.2 Word-of-mouth places and encounters 

As just mentioned, individuals working or volunteering within civil organisations are not the 

only ones in tracing threads among the latter. Indeed, many interviewees’ accounts have shown 

a manifest and significant word-of-mouth dynamic involving asylum seekers and refugees 

themselves. This dynamic operates on different levels. On one side, some places have been 
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transforming themselves in well-known and recognized foci of information. They consist of 

privileged places of transit where asylum seekers and refugees meet, willingly or not. Such 

spontaneous public gatherings are responsible for triggering the development of a collective 

knowledge about the city. “Here, the Stazione Centrale (Central Train Station), everyone 

crosses this place sooner or later, information is here” (Jelani, Interview 1), told me Jelani when I 

asked him how he got to know about the Naga. He was the first disclosing the role that Stazione 

Centrale plays concerning the collection of useful information for finding support. 

Subsequently, as I investigated it more specifically, this topic was better complemented by other 

interviewees:  

“Me: How did you know about the Naga? You were just arrived, weren’t you? 

Well, I’ve come to Centrale and I asked to people about life here in Milan. As I speak 

many languages from Africa, I have asked to different people, and one suggested to go 

to the Naga. I told him that I didn’t know it, but he couldn’t explain how to get there. 

So, he showed me the CASC, and there they gave me the address of the Naga. So, I went 

there” (Hachem, Interview 2). 

Just some days on, Fred explained the same: 

“When I left the reception centre, I came directly to Centrale. I have slept here some 

time, and I met other people. Then, I went to this Centro Aiuto, the CASC 

Me: But how did you know about it? 

Well, when I came here, I saw people sleeping outside, hundreds of people with the 

same problem…they told me” (Fred, Interview 4). 

Hachem and Fred’s accounts witness quite clearly the functionality of some symbolic crossing 

points of the urban tissue where information is spread and from which asylum seekers and 

refugees start their search for help, drawing through their movements a sort of map allowing to 

guess the relationships, be they direct or indirect, between different civil organisations. 

The fact that Milan Stazione Centrale is the place par excellence where asylum seekers and 

refugees, particularly from Africa, meet, look for a makeshift shelter and exchange information 
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seems to be by now widely recognized also by the settled population that doesn’t hesitate in 

addressing them there whenever approached: 

“Me: So, you crossed the border at Ventimiglia and then? Where did you go? 

Well, I took the train and I came out in Garibaldi, in Milan. I immediately went to San 

Siro. I had a friend who lives there. But once there, I called him, and he didn’t reply. So, 

I came to Centrale. 

Me: Why Centrale? 

In Garibaldi (Garibaldi Train Station) I had asked where I could find the African 

community, and people told me that it was in Centrale. So, I thought that going there I 

could find a place to sleep. It was not the case, but I found a lot of African people, this 

is real” (Fadel, Interview 21). 

Hence, according to Fadel’s account, Stazione Centrale, like other places, functions as a 

gateway where to gather information and struggle against isolation, but it does not represent a 

reservoir of potential solid and efficient ties capable of supporting newcomers by way of 

providing safe living conditions. As I will deepen in the next chapter, they rather function as 

bridges linking individuals with the existing structures and autochthone networks of the city.  

Another level on which word-of-mouth dynamics operates is the one represented by migrant 

communities, be they national or not. The significant presence of migrants in Milan allows 

asylum seekers and refugees living in precarious conditions not to find themselves completely 

in disarray. Some interviewees’ accounts revealed that no matter the intensity and the duration 

of the relationship, when some of them needed for help, previously installed migrants have 

provided it, usually in the form of orienteering information:  

“When I arrived in Milan I was lost. I arrived in Stazione Cadorna (Cadorna Train 

Station) and I didn’t know where to go. I stayed there for some hours and finally I met 

another afghan. I asked him: “I am new here, where should I go?”. He told me that he 

was sleeping in Piazzale Lodi with lots of other people. I went with him and I stayed 

there for 3 months” (Muneer, Interview 5). 
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Likewise, Mamoun, a smiling Senegalese man that I met at the Naga, confided to me that 

information about the places to turn to filters almost always through “friends”’ experience, 

meaning with “friends” any asylum seeker or refugee willing to share it: 

“I didn’t get my papers. This is why I turned to the Naga for finding a lawyer. 

Me: How did you know the Naga? 

Well, other people had negative before me and they went there. You know, we talk to 

each other 

Me: Among friends? 

Well, friends…it is more that we are in the same situation, but yes, let’s call them friends. 

They told me that the Naga could find me a free lawyer. But it was not the only 

information. They told me also that you can go to Tricolore to eat for free. Everything 

that you should know comes from ‘friends’” (Mamoun, Interview 8). 

In turn, migrant information often sparks a knock-on effect because of which additional 

orienteering information is spread. In this sense, the two networking mechanisms described 

until here, namely the internal dynamic of mobilisation of workers’ personal relationships and 

the external word-of-mouth dynamic, enter into contact, consequently increasing at every step 

asylum seekers and refugees’ resources. This is well described, even if in descending order, by 

Esperanza’s experience 

“With my first children, I am having some problems. She has this rebellious attitude and 

she says that she hates her mother, that I have abandoned them. She hurts me.  

Me: It must be a very difficult situation; you should not handle it alone…have you 

looked for some help? A psychologist, an educator…? 

Yes, yes, we go to a psychologist, fortunately they gave it to us. 

Me: Who is “they”? 

Miss E.C., here. A friend of her is a psychologist, so she introduced us to her. 

Me: This is good. But how it comes that you came here for support? 
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Ah, my sister is a believer and she always goes to the church. When I have started 

struggling with mi child, she has told all of this to her Minister, and he told us to come 

here to speak with Mister P. In turn, he introduced us to Miss E.” (Esperanza, Interview 19). 

Finally, some accounts specific to the association Mshikamano have emerged whereby I could 

guess an additional information-sharing and orienteering mechanism in which a unique migrant 

particularly engaged in and motivated by one collective organisation’s activities starts to 

catalyse many other asylum seekers towards such organisation, allowing again the triggering 

of new enriching encounters flowing from the associative members’ already existing networks. 

Indeed, the following quote, which is representative of many others, shows that Sidqi has acted 

as a broker of the association Mshikamano, converging more than one individual towards it. 

Doing so, he has contributed in increasing the association’s human resources, which have 

brought new energies, ideas, forces and legitimation. At the same time, he gave to those invited 

the chance of widen their social environment, which translated into increased supportive 

connections:  

“I met Sidqi on the train. He approached me, we introduced ourselves to each other and 

we talked. He told me about the association, that they were meeting all Sundays and that 

I was invited if I wished, maybe they could help me. I decided to go. When I arrived, I 

knew the association and after some weeks R. introduced me to R.T., from the Naga. He 

told me that he would have helped me with my papers. He wrote to the Questura from 

the Naga, but nothing. So, he told me that he wanted me to go to see a lawyer: “she is 

very good”, he said. So, he gave her all my papers, and the day after she called me and 

she asked me to go meeting her. I went, and we prepared my appeal, and now we are 

waiting” (Fouad, Interview 22). 

To conclude, in the previous pages I have shown that a reticular pattern lies, even if dormant, 

at the basis of single civil organisations’ interventions. As argued at the beginning of the 

paragraph, this network certainly lies on converged collective purposes, but it seems to be 

largely built thanks to individual actions and personal social capital, which involve both 

workers and volunteers of such civil organisations and asylum seekers and refugees themselves. 

For this reason, it should be interpreted as an informal network that is activated for the purpose 
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of rendering asylum seekers and refugees’ conditions less precarious through the increasing of 

their social and material resources. The described scenario allows thus to argue that an implicit 

“shared horizon of meaning” allows civil organisations to informally collaborate, while keeping 

their respective autonomy untouched through the mobilisation of their single members and their 

personal networks, hence despite the absence of official relationships. In this sense, I claim that 

an “implicit system of civil governance” is at work concerning civil organisations’ intervention 

with and for asylum seekers and refugees. Likewise, I argue that analysis of the latter should 

focus on the entire reticular system of civil support, rather than on collective organisations’ 

single interventions. In my view, this would help a wider understanding of informal reception’s 

potentialities, which, being networked, cannot be guessed but by giving relevance and space to 

inter-organisational relationships, including conflictual ones.  

At the same time, the analysis of the mentioned informal and networked system wouldn’t be 

complete without referring to the relationships between civil organisations and institutional 

ones. Indeed, as I argued in the introduction, the daily pervasiveness of the activities of the 

former unavoidably attracts them into the institutional reception system17. Hence, in the next 

paragraph I will focus on this particular issue, trying to show both the kind of relationships that 

link institutions and civil society and the sometimes-ambiguous attitudes that the latter showed 

with respect to structural systemic models of approaching asylum seekers and refugees.  

4.1.3 Civil society facing Institutions 

As much as you wish to go beyond an analysis of institutional policies and practices and to 

focus exclusively on civil society, when studying asylum seekers and refugees’ reception and 

integration processes, you cannot but including institutions into the picture. Indeed, be it 

because the latter are one of the causes of asylum seekers and refugees’ request of support to 

civil society, because they concretely have the final say about the latter’s administrative 

regularisation chances or because they define the normative limits within which civil society 

should move, civil organisations finally find themselves in more or less wittingly relating to 

institutions. In the next pages, I will show the different types of relationships that have 

 
17 With “institutional reception system” I don’t mean simply the system of reception centres, but all the 
institutional actors and dynamics that are at work concerning asylum seekers and refugees even outside 
centers.  



241 
 

characterized the experience of the specific organisations observed, going from cases of formal 

collaboration, to situations of informal delegation and attempts of intermediation.  

4.1.3.1 Collaboration   

With my initial surprise, relationships of collaboration between civil organisations and 

institutions did emerge from fieldwork, justified by the aim of “rendering inclusion paths 

concrete” (Fieldnotes, Caritas, December 2017). The latter, declared by the responsible for the 

Immigration Area of Caritas Ambrosiana during an explorative meeting, immediately raises an 

important question. Indeed, I have shown in the previous chapter that one of the main limits of 

civil organisations’ supportive interventions with asylum seekers and refugees is actually 

represented by the normative limits imposed by institutions. In this sense, to work 

synergistically with them could mean to be able to negotiate and adjust one’s own action in 

order to provide realistic and at least mid-term solutions to people in need. In view of this, 

Caritas Ambrosiana has chosen during the past years to enter the institutional reception system 

becoming the manager of different reception centres – 2300 places among CAS and SPRAR in 

Milan - through their entrustment to a consortium of cooperatives that was born in 1998 under 

the promotion of Caritas Ambrosiana itself. Nonetheless, Caritas Ambrosiana’s work is not 

reduced to institutional reception. Indeed, it is composed of many other projects and offices that 

do not operate in a perspective of formal collaboration with institutions. One of these offices is 

precisely the S.A.I. The latter places itself outside the institutional system and maintains with 

institutions “polite and dialoguing but formal relations” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38), which do not 

translate into a privileged and specific collaboration. The Naga-Har too, despite its role as 

blamer vis-à-vis institutions, maintains with them some relationships. Though, similarly to what 

mentioned about the relationships among civil organisations themselves, “it’s about 

relationships on single cases, for example if an asylum seeker is followed both by us and by 

Scaldasole there will probably be a contact. But this ends up here, there aren’t any contacts to 

share strategies or points of view” (E.M., Naga-Har, Interview 35). With regard to Ri-Make and 

Mshikamano, direct collaborative relationships with institutions were completely absent, but 

for the participation of Mshikamano to some official tender notices and for some sporadic 

exchanges with reception centres’ workers concerning the migrant associative members’ 

conditions and procedures. Indeed, such absence has often be at the centre of internal debates 
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about the necessity of finding a balance between the ideological push without which the 

association would not have come into being and the necessity of entering into contacts with 

institutions to stabilize and secure its very existence. When I left fieldwork, though, the 

association was still struggling in finding it.  

The only official relation of collaboration with institutions has involved the trade union Cisl 

and its Immigration Department in particular. Following the win of a European tender about 

asylum seekers and refugees’ integration to which Anolf-Milano participated together with 

Union Migrant Net, a European network of union legal counters, Cisl has indeed built a multi-

stakeholders project whose main objective was to “create a system” (Fieldnotes, Anolf, January 

2018), to “network some already existing actors, thus structuring inclusion paths” (Fieldnotes, 

Celav, January 2018). In this sense, the project has included the trade union through its Immigration 

Department (Anolf) and its Tertiary and Tourism Trade Federation (Fisascat), the union EbiTer 

and Ebtpe Bilateral Agencies and their linked enterprises and, last but not least, the municipality 

of Milan through its municipal work office (Celav). Through this project, the trade union has 

entered one true and own dynamic of institutional governance, deciding to officially collaborate 

with the municipality on an equal footing. The latter has been firmly and explicitly claimed by 

all the actors involved in the project all along fieldwork, whose declared main objective was 

“to try to exit the sectoriality that often characterizes the management of reception, to stop 

compartmentalizing because this means that someone deal with reception, some other take care 

of professional training, someone else again of job placement. We are trying to put together 

different actors representing the entire circuit and to reflect together, to propose a functioning 

system instead of a quick intervention of a single structure” (M.B., Anolf, Interview 42). It is not 

my role nor my aim to judge such a choice. What I have confined myself to do is to try to 

interpret the reasons why the trade union has chosen such kind of relationship as well as how 

and if this official collaborative structure has supported asylum seekers and refugees.  

It is in my view significant to underline once again that Anolf is the only subject among those 

observed that was new in working with asylum seekers and refugees: “We normally take care 

of the other 95% of immigrants”, the president of Anolf-Milano told me proudly more than 

once. Indeed, Cisl lacks a solid previous experience with this category of migrants. The latter 
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has let them observing from the outside what done by other subjects and to identify the 

weaknesses of their work: “I think that if we start to work synergistically on certain topics, 

without having that somewhat hidden objective of “being the first”, of “hoisting one’s own 

flag” we will be more efficient” (M.B., Anolf, Interview 42). This kind of description raises the 

question of self-centredness, which certainly exists. Nonetheless, it fails in recognizing and 

giving value to that implicit reticular dynamic that I have previously described and that allows 

the interventions of single civil organisations to reinforce and complement one another. In this 

sense, the trade union’s aim of being innovative because of using a networked approach loses 

some of its value: as showed, networks can also be informal and implicit without it renouncing 

to provide multi-levelled services. For sure, a formal collaboration with public institutions 

cannot but to fill the intervention with a higher level of social and official recognition, opening 

opportunities and contacts hardly reachable in their absence. It is not coincidence that the 

Labour-Int project has been publicly presented several times into municipal structures and 

recognized at a national level as a virtuous example of asylum local governance, to the point 

that they are considering to participate in an AMIF (Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund 

of the European Union) tender, quite confident in obtaining it for replicating the project.  

Concerning the mentioned “civil dilemma”, the risk of losing part of one’s own autonomy as a 

civil organisation if collaborating with public institutions was not at all covered. On the 

contrary, the privileged relationship engaged with the latter has been valued as an additional 

chance of having a concrete leverage on them: “Precisely the fact of being in a same network 

has often reminded the Municipality of its responsibilities” (M.B., Anolf, Interview 42). On the other 

hand, the fact of not being used to this kind of collaborative relationship concerning the asylum 

issue has in some way hindered a clear and earlier reciprocal knowledge of the concrete 

possibilities and roles of every subject of the network, provoking a difficulty in providing to 

asylum seekers and refugees what they first expected, as per account of the EbiTer Bilateral 

Agency’s responsible: 

“There was a need of better clarify which are the sectors that we follow as Bilateral 

Agency. Some of the users arrived expecting to have the possibility of working in an 

hotel for example…It was not easy to make someone that does not come from the trade 
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union universe understand that if we are not the Agency for public exercises we cannot 

find a job in a hotel. In many cases, they told me: “But, I would have wished to…”, but 

we couldn’t satisfy that wish. We had to explain this to the municipality at a certain point 

and more than once because otherwise some expectations were fed that we could not 

please. It is something quite technical, so even someone that works at a municipal office 

like the CELAV probably struggles in immediately understanding. This was a problem 

in some cases” (A.L., EbiTer, Interview 43). 

This quote allows to argue that an efficient network can hardly be built at a table. Instead, it 

needs a prolonged and regular contact among the different subjects in order for them to get to 

deeply know each other, including limits and actual possibilities of action of each one. It is only 

based on such a reciprocal knowledge that a functional network may be able to actually work 

for reaching its declared objective. Indeed, its officialization should come at the end of such a 

process, no matter if a public institution is involved. On these lines, concerning the Labour-Int 

Project, the contrived building of a networked functioning has kind of obscured the actual 

content of the project, namely, to provide the participants with additional resources and a chance 

of integration and autonomy through work. In fact, many migrant interviewees’ accounts 

concerning the project were coloured with disappointment and disillusion with respect to the 

initial expectations, in addition of a sentiment of non-consideration of their previous 

competences and future plans that mirrors what initially mentioned about the institutional 

reception dynamics.     

4.1.3.2 Delegation 

The more manifest type of relational dynamic that I could observe linking the other three 

selected civil organisations and public institutions is one of informal delegation on the part of 

the latter towards the former. Manifold have been the accounts about it from organisations’ 

members, which complained the frequency with which institutional offices and services orient 

asylum seekers and refugees towards them, because of their incapability or unwillingness to 

assist them:  

“Some cases are reported to us even by Scaldasole, by the CASC…Just today a man has 

been addressed towards us to take care of his appeal. This bothers me a lot, because this 
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means that we do not communicate the right message about what we do. On the other 

side, here people are truly followed, I mean, we seldom refuse to take care of a request 

of any kind. The answer may be more or less high-quality, but no matter the request we 

try to give an answer. Conversely, without wanting to generalize, but it is easier that 

public institutions and offices react to some request by saying: sorry, we cannot do 

anything about this. It is unlikely that we answer like this. Maybe all these previous 

years of experience have showed that we normally try everything, and this is why people 

are repeatedly and often addressed here” (E.M., Naga-Har, Interview 35). 

E.M.’s account opens a reflection about the different levels of freedom for action depending on 

the degrees of formality/informality of the acting subject. Indeed, while public institutions’ 

actions can enjoy of a higher degree of official legitimation, they are at the same time limited 

by the rigidity with which public workers are expected to follow norms and hierarchies. As I 

have shown earlier, the standardisation of rules and procedures concerning asylum somewhat 

imprisons public workers inside strictly defined roles that correspond to precise tasks and from 

which they struggle to exit. This is somehow counterbalanced by the elasticity of civil 

organisations, which, albeit with limited resources and lower formal legitimation, can move 

more freely and imagine alternative solutions that sometimes stretch the limits of the system. 

Not always unsympathetic to asylum seekers and refugees’ precarious wanderings, public 

institutions often address them towards civil society in order to fill their own holes. Nonetheless, 

also because of the certainty of being able to count on highly engaged civil organisations, 

according to many interviewees the passage from this empathetic feeling to a mechanical 

“doing just enough” on the part of public institutions and services, hence to an excessive 

delegation, is quite usual: 

“It is frustrating because they rely on us, but then when the request of support is on our 

part…they never stretch what they can do, or better what they decide that they can do. 

For example, sometimes it happens that I call the CASC, maybe when I meet a 100% 

disabled homeless person and I do not have available places at the Rifugio, and there it 

often comes the answer: ‘sorry, but the “Emergenza Freddo” is closed for this year. He 

has his residency in Lissone, send him there’. And if I try to push telling that he is too 



246 
 

weak to live in the street, they just answer: ‘Ok, but we cannot take care of him. We take 

care only of people that have their residency in Milan’. It was not like this some years 

ago, but now, there are so many constraints, so many knots, so many “no, we do not do 

this” that it is almost useless to try. Finally, we often find ourselves supplying the public 

service when our objective is precisely to orient people towards such service. If it was 

up to them, they would address everyone here. But we cannot, it is not fair” (Fieldnotes, 

S.A.I., March 2018).  

The civil dilemma of the clash between the objective of assisting asylum seekers and refugees 

and the one of reminding public institutions of their responsibilities takes here its entire 

dimension. Net of ideological orientations specific to each civil organisation and driving their 

way of relating to public institutions, together with the degree of their legitimation in the eyes 

of the latter and aside of the trade union, the observed civil organisations seem to struggle to 

find a balance and they often find themselves in privileging sometimes one, sometimes the other 

extremes of the dilemma, caught in a vicious circle according to which the accomplishment of 

an objective normally corresponds to failing the other, as the following two quotes, the first 

giving in to public delegation, the second resisting it, may show:  

“A 20 years-old Senegalese man, Iosef, arrives at the Naga-Har to book an appointment 

with the associative doctor for having an official medical certification about the marks 

on his body, result of the beatings received by his father and brothers back at home. He 

is addressed to the Naga-Har by his reception centre manager. The volunteer sighs, 

whispering: ‘I don’t understand why we should do this in their place’. Meanwhile, she 

receives a phone call on the part of another reception centre asking the same thing for 

another asylum seeker: ‘But…it is your centre the responsible for this, isn’t it?”, C. 

rhetorically asks. Nonetheless, she gives to the person on the phone all the right 

information for the interested asylum seeker to get to the Naga-Har” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, 

October 2018).    

“When the Lampugnano dorm closed at the end of the “Emergenza Freddo”, I came 

back to P. in Casa della Carità and I told him that I was tired to wait, it was 2 months 

that I was waiting for a place to stay. 
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Me: You had been asking a place to Casa della Carità for 2 months? 

Yes, but P. was keeping telling me: go there to see that place, and then go there to see 

this other place…He wanted to find a place of the Comune (Municipality), because he 

says that it is the Comune the responsible for assisting me. But after 2 months I told him: 

I am tired, I am not protected at all here, I want to know where I can stay, if I cannot 

have my place here, just tell me because I am tired of wander from place to place” (Charif, 

Interview 29).  

Delegation does not always arise from a direct communication between the two subjects. 

Indeed, it often happens that asylum seekers and refugees are addressed towards civil 

organisations without any heads-up on the part of institutions, as if the subsequent intervention 

of associations or NGOs was taken for granted:  

“I was in Questura, they kept me one night and then they gave me this paper. But I 

couldn’t read it, so I asked to a man on the street. He told me that the paper said that I 

had 7 days for leaving Italy autonomously. I was astonished. So, I came back to the 

Questura, and they just add that if I didn’t agree with this, I should find a lawyer. I told 

that I don’t know any, but they answered that neither do they. The person in chief told 

me that I had to go. “But where? I don’t know anything here” You give me this paper 

and then…? What should I do?”, I said. “Just find a lawyer”, he answered. I was 

desperate. A policeman told me that I just had to go out and to find an association: ‘there 

are so many that want to help immigrants, go ask to them’. This is how I arrived at the 

Naga” (Hachem, Interview 2).   

Thanks to Hachem’s account, which is representative of many others gathered during 

fieldwork, I am able to argue that public institutions consider and recognize civil organisations 

as functional pieces of asylum local governance where to address asylum seekers and refugees 

whenever they cannot, or don’t want to assist them. However, because of the unidirectionality 

of the relation and in the absence of an inclusive process of sharing of objectives, tools and 

roles, the existence of the mentioned contacts between public institutions and civil organisations 

in Milan cannot be considered in terms of institutional governance. What I could observe has 

taken more the shape of a chaotic bouncing of responsibilities characterized by a top-down 
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dynamic of delegation, where civil organisations try not to become the crutch of the system, 

while securing at the same time the assistance needed to asylum seekers and refugees.   

4.1.3.3 Intermediation 

“I often feel as to be a glue that keep together pieces, which do not talk to each other” 

(Fieldnotes, S.A.I., February 2018).  

As the introducing quote announces, the last typology of relation at work between civil 

organisations and public institutions finds the former in a more active role compared with the 

dynamic of delegation just mentioned. In fact, the months of observation and civil 

organisations’ members’ direct accounts have let an important and conscious bridging role 

emerge. The latter seems to move accordingly to two different but complementary objectives.  

On one side, fieldwork has shown that civil organisations often function as hyphen between 

public institutions and asylum seekers and refugees, allowing the latter to act a certain degree 

of leverage for improving, supporting or claiming their condition. In this sense, public 

institutions often get pressure from civil organisations to act promptly on certain situations. The 

attempt is to remind them of their tasks without necessarily triggering conflictual relationships, 

which are though finally engaged if public institutions do not show to be reactive: 

“I never search for an outright conflict. I mean, what I usually aim is to send back to the 

public service what is theoretically up to it. So, if I know that in a certain situation 

Scaldasole has the possibility and the responsibility to act, I send the person there. If the 

Prefecture must do certain things, I call it in by sending there the person or by personally 

writing an e-mail. I do what I can to make public services move. In some cases, there 

are peaceful relationships, like with some CAS where I can call and say: ‘Look, I have 

this person here who is hosted at your place, he’s asking this and this, what do you say? 

I am going to send him back to you, but you need to reassure him and to explain what 

you are going to do, because he is worried and he has no trust’. So, you see? There is a 

relationship, and I try to keep it collaborative, in the sense that I act asking to the public 

service to do certain things that they are normally obliged to do. Then, by force of 

circumstances, if I realize that they do not want to collaborate, we enter into conflict” 

(E.B., Naga-Har, Interview 33).   
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The degree of public legitimation and reputation enjoyed by the civil organisations acting as 

mentioned has shown to play a valuable role concerning the possibility of actually move things 

along and lead institutions to concretely act. This allows to introduce the issue of an unequal 

representation of the all existing associations based on their public influence that many scholars 

have identified as a possible risk concerning the participation of civil organisations to 

institutional governance of welfare provision. In fact, “in a system in which policy-making is 

open to group influence, the influence of some groups is likely to be greater than others” 

(Baccaro, 2006: 188), thus letting the former imposing their narratives and languages. In 

addition, some analysis have showed that a disciplining approach is at work concerning 

governance dynamics, as “dissenting associations are removed by the state from the process” 

(Gaynor, 2011: 511), hindering that pluralism which characterises in principle “associational 

democracy” and that could actually bring to a renovation of policies and practices. In this sense, 

while the activists of the early-born and social movement-linked association Mshikamano 

repeatedly had to account for their intervention whenever they have tried to intermediate 

between an associative member and no matter which defaulting service or institution, the trade 

union could easily reach the higher managers of the targeted entity to shake them up: 

“What I must do in the exercise of my role is to call the reception centre, for example, 

and tell: ‘My pretties, you have signed a convention, you have to respect it’. In a case 

we wrote an e-mail, and almost immediately after I had the manager of the centre on the 

phone and I simply asked: ‘let me understand, you are expected to provide him the 

transportation card by convention, aren’t you?’ As soon as I mentioned this, she 

answered: ‘Yes, of course, that’s the least I can do. We must have misunderstood each 

other…’. After which, the person didn’t have problems anymore” (M.B., Anolf, Interview 

42). 

The same usually happens concerning the S.A.I., whose legal counsellor explained to me:  

“Regarding our relationship with institutions, let’s say that the fact of being a well-

known subject since at least 16 years is something that helps. We got ourselves known 

thanks to our bearings. It is a work of amanuensis, but it produces its results. Thanks to 

tenacity, professionalism, the intention of collaborating when asked, but also to make 
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our voice heard when needed, we have reaped some rewards. We have absolutely no 

preferential treatment, nor we ask for it, but we are listened even if we aren’t officially 

and legally responsible for the persons we assist. We technically do not have power of 

attorney, and nevertheless we have the chance of dialoguing with institutions thanks to 

the role that we have been building during years” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38).  

On the other side, such intermediating role is reversed when it is directed at asylum seekers and 

refugees themselves. In this case, it translates into the detailed explanation and simplification 

of norms and procedures, to provide them with implemented resources for understanding their 

situation and acting on it, as accounted by an Italian associative member of Mshikamano: 

“Italian laws, immigration law in particular, are so complex that immigrants cannot even 

read them, unless they are highly educated from a legal point of view. This is why it is 

fundamental that some alternative subjects exist to help them to understand how things 

work. Those arguing that the encounter between law, the Questura and the immigrant is 

enough are wrong. Like this, 99% of times some injustices arise. Then, it is essential 

that some actors exist to provide immigrants with the tools they need to be able to 

autonomously tell their story, claim for their rights, represent themselves in front of 

institutions. Asylum seekers are seldom well informed. People say that they are lazy, I 

would say that they are at their wit’s end. It is not a matter of justifying everything and 

always. However, they need to know how they can move, what they should or could do” 

(Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, May 2018).  

Likewise, the legal advisor at the S.A.I. witnessed that her role is precisely and fundamentally 

that of a translator vis-à-vis asylum seekers and refugees: 

“My job let me explore a domain where some extrajudicial things can be done for 

immigrants. You can help them writing letters, explaining things, telling them how to 

behave in some offices, pointing at some procedures that they hadn’t thought about…We 

do something that differs from the legal take-up of a lawyer. We cruise in an easier sea, 

an extrajudicial one as I already told you. It consists of a simple consultancy, but it has 

an enormous social value in my view, because it allows people to have information that 

they wouldn’t get otherwise, and to have it explained, clarified, translated in a nutshell, 
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sometimes linguistically. Our task is to dedicate time to an explanation that does not 

have institutional rooms outside, and that sometimes is able to render the person more 

autonomous, to understand better some mechanisms” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38).  

In this sense, collective organisations’ intermediating role appears as essential for transforming 

the “negative liberty” principle above mentioned into an active right. In fact, I have already 

shown that the lack of detailed and comprehensible information experienced by asylum seekers 

and refugees at their arrival and during the first steps of the asylum procedures plunges them 

into a state of disorientation and harmlessness that doesn’t allow them to concretely enforce 

their rights and will. In light of this, civil organisations actually play the role of social bridges 

in Putnam’s sense and, as it will be shown later, the latter is indeed considered as inalienable 

by asylum seekers and refugees themselves for actually having the possibility of trying their 

chances in Italy.  

To conclude, while reminding the element of autonomy vis-à-vis institutions that intrinsically 

characterizes classical scientific conceptualisations of civil society, fieldwork has let 

understand that whenever the assistance to and reception and integration of asylum seekers and 

refugees is at stake, some relations with institutions cannot but be present. In this perspective, 

I embrace scientific arguments stating that civil society cannot serve “as a preferred alternative 

to the state today for promoting democracy and social justice” (Young, 2000: 180) and warning 

against “those who feel that the whole solution to the problem of democracy and social justice 

lies in the non-state sphere, in the institutions of civil society” (Kumar, 1993: 384). Though, the 

argued complementarity of state and civil society, “their need for one another in the 

maintenance of both individuality and sociability, private interest and communal purpose, 

freedom and regulation” (Ibidem: 390), does not translate automatically into a mechanism of 

institutional local governance. Indeed, I claim that because of the unspoken and unidirectional 

nature of most of these relationships, it consists more of dynamics of bouncing of 

responsibilities on the part of institutions and of advocacy or intermediation of the part of civil 

organisations. In this sense, the latter try to function as “context for discovery” (Flynn, 2004: 

220) of the weaknesses of the system that, in turn, reacts as a “transformer” (Idibem: 439) just 

sometimes, depending of the degree of leverage and pressure that the civil organisation is able 
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to put in place. Finally, I feel as to say that, according to my fieldwork, whenever a civil 

organisation consciously decides to engage a formal relationship with public institutions, with 

the honourable purpose of organising a systemic and structured network of assistance and 

support to asylum seekers and refugees, such aim risks to rapidly take over and to make lose 

sight on the final objective of providing people with new resources, eventually diminishing its 

very concrete impact.  

However, no matter how civil organisations struggle for keeping themselves outside the bonds 

of the institutional system, they finally find themselves navigating into them. Hereafter, I will 

argue that their daily interaction with different kinds and levels of institutional entities and 

officers makes them nonimmune from the powerful and subtle action of structural 

representations, pushing them in quite unconsciously reiterating those same relational dynamics 

that they firmly condemn when it comes to evaluate the institutional reception machine. 

Nonetheless, I will also show that the latter are not powerful enough to actually extinguish the 

subversive and conflictual nature of civil organisations, whichever form and degree such 

conflict takes. Indeed, the choice of positioning themselves outside of the institutional system 

is reconfirmed daily thanks to their discourses and self-representations, which allow these 

actors to maintain a characteristic of non-neutrality and engagement that materializes into silent 

or manifest acts of subversion.  

4.2 Deepening the civil dilemma: swinging between resistance and alignment 

The literature concerning the annihilating nature of institutional reception is by now very rich. 

In particular, it underlines the strong way in which the symbolic content of the ideal-typical 

concepts of asylum seeker and refugee, claiming their inability to make autonomous choices, 

and the reception policies of receiving societies have been mutually influencing each other 

(Agier, 2005; Fassin, 2007; Kobelinsky, 2008; Malkki, 1996; Pinelli, 2013; Zetter, 1991, 2007). 

It follows that the relational dynamics at work between asylum seekers and refugees and 

reception’s workers or institutional officers are often steeped in such pervasive stereotypes. 

Coupled with the bureaucratic and procedural nature of the asylum machine, which I have 

analysed above, the latter produces such a situation where asylum seekers and refugees’ 

possibility of imagining some personal strategy for their future is deeply threatened. 
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Concurrently, civil organisations often represent themselves as providers of services and/or 

opponents that, in any case, aim at offering another kind of relational dimension to asylum 

seekers and refugees. Nevertheless, fieldwork has shown something slightly different. Indeed, 

despite their arguments, the ceaseless rhythm of requests for functional and material assistance 

on the part of asylum seekers and refugees often squashes civil organisations on an immediate 

operability that demeans the social and political engagement of their actions and makes them 

fall into the repetition of those same structural mechanisms that they claim to be unjust. This 

raises what Niamh Gaynor has called “the ‘what’ problem” of associative democracy, which, 

she argues, often includes “only distributional issues, with all other nonmaterialist issues 

remaining exempt” (Gaynor, 2011: 503) and allows to bring back to the forefront the argument 

about the complementarity between redistributive and recognitional dimensions of integration 

and autonomy covered by this research work. Though, finally, I will also show that the social 

and political choice lying at the heart of their actions allows civil organisations not to limit 

themselves to passively work as the crutch of the system, but to imagine alternative paths and 

solutions that often challenge institutional functioning and norms. For these reasons, I claim 

that, despite they do not succeed in representing a concrete and encompassing counter-

hegemonic force balancing and opposing the institutional mechanisms of reception and 

integration, the argued “civil governance” does keep a partisan attitude alive. In this sense, it 

may be said that civil organisations swing between attitude of alignment with the system and 

resistance to it.  

4.2.1 Exogenous evaluation of needs and priorities  

The mentioned ideal-typical representation about asylum seekers and refugees, labelling them 

as temporarily mentally incapacitated thus needing someone to guide them and to take decisions 

for them, has shown to be at work even concerning civil organisations. Indeed, I could observe 

civil organisations’ members to frequently enact a mechanism of exogenous evaluation of 

asylum seekers’ needs and priorities, even when the latter explicitly opposed themselves. On 

these lines, in the following excerpt from fieldnotes suggestions about “the best thing to do” 

are persistently provided, regardless of the contrary intention of the person concerned. In 

addition, the fact of helping is subtly used to have leverage over the person in order to convince 

him/her to embrace the exogeneous evaluation of “his/her best interest” as his/her own: 
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“Ali Bat is a 22 years old Pakistani man. He speaks English very well, but he doesn’t 

say a word in Italian. He arrives at the Naga-Har with a current Dublin injunction 

decreeing his referral back to Germany, which has been declared as the country 

responsible for his asylum request. In addition, he shows an Italian injunction to present 

himself to the Questura in a month. Two volunteers start reflecting about the situation, 

agreeing that he should actually go back to Germany. One explains to the other the 

situation and adds some personal reflections: “for once that it is not Italy to be 

responsible, he should go back to Germany”. Then, she discusses with Ali telling him 

that no one will take charge of his appeal as it is already lost because the judge’s decision 

is the right one, he has to go back to Germany: “Trust me, I am here for helping”. Ali 

insists that he doesn’t want to go, he wants to try to appeal. The volunteer keeps on 

repeating that he won’t find someone willing to support him. She asks the other 

volunteer to assist her. The latter calls the person in charge of the reception centre where 

Ali is currently hosted in order to know if a lawyer of the centre is already following 

Ali’s case. They discuss during some minutes about his situation, agreeing about the 

fairness of the judge’s decision. Ali tries to support his intention by saying that some of 

his fellow countrymen succeeded in staying in Italy after a Dublin injunction. One of the 

volunteers reacts starting a heated and loud reflection about the fact that many afghans 

and Pakistani turn from one country to another doing “asylum shopping” and meanwhile 

they “suck out the resources of different countries”. “This is insane”, she argues. I feel 

astonished. The person in charge for the reception centre tells that he will verify, and he 

will call back. The volunteer turns to Ali telling that she will wait for this answer, and 

then she will try to contact Naga’s lawyers. She struggles in speaking English, so she 

asks me to translate: “Tell him not to be illuded, his file is almost impossible, and no 

one will want to take charge of this. He would do better to directly go back to Germany”. 

Then she asks him to come back the following Thursday. Ali asks why: “Why do I have 

to come back if you don’t want to help me?”. He’s disappointed. “It is not a matter of 

not wanting to help, there’s just nothing to do”. I look at her and ask: “But, he has the 

right to appeal, hasn’t he?”. “Yes, he has”, she says, “But it is nonsense then I won’t 

encourage him”” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, February 2018).  
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Because of their daily experience with such kind of episodes, civil organisations’ interventions 

are often imbued with a deep dose of pragmatism aiming at interpreting realistically asylum 

seekers and refugees’ situations in light of the Italian usual functioning, in order not to give 

people false hope. Nevertheless, this usually results in repetitively losing sight of asylum 

seekers and refugees’ right and ability of making choices about their own lives, as the following 

excerpt confirms: 

“Jimmi Mohammed is a Nigerian man that turns to the Naga-Har because he has been 

expelled from his reception centre. The volunteer which is taking care of him calls the 

centre to understand why. She speaks with the person in charge during some minutes. 

Then, she tells to Jimmi that she cannot do anything. The man keeps silent, he says 

thanks and starts to prepare his stuffs to leave. The volunteer stops him by saying: 

“Listen to me Mohammed, you have three kids and a wife in Nigeria. The manager of 

the camp is suggesting you to go back there, and I agree with him. There are some 

projects that can help you to go back, they even give you some money. What are you 

doing here? You have your family there, I suggest you to think about it”. Mohammed 

smiles and he says: “Ok, ok, I will think about it”. The volunteer greets him and then 

she starts working at the computer. While he is putting his coat on, Mohammed looks at 

me and says: “But I don’t want to go back now, I don’t want to go back to Nigeria”. He 

smiles and leaves. He won’t come back anymore” (Fieldnotes, Naga-har, March 2018).  

The exogenous evaluation of their needs and priorities is coupled with the fact of non-taking 

into consideration individuals’ migratory projects and seems to push asylum seekers and 

refugees away from civil organisations in the same condition with which they arrived. This 

happens even when the person asking for help shows to have enough educational and cultural 

resources and tools to autonomously interpret its own condition and to act over it: 

“I participate in a meeting between the responsible of the S.A.I. and Mister Dean for 

helping with translation. The man, coming from Sierra Leone, was a doctor and here 

inactivity is eating him from the inside. He came here to understand how to validate his 

degree and his previous professional experience in Italy, in order to recover his identity: 

“I am a doctor, this is what I am. I had a beautiful home and an important job. Look what 
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I was doing”, he shows us some pictures where he was in surgery. “And now here, 

everyone is proposing me jobs as cleaner or storekeeper. I want to work as doctor, I want 

to be recognized for who I am”. The responsible of the S.A.I. explains to him that the 

procedure for validating the degrees is long and expensive, years could flow. He 

suggests him to stop thinking about what he was doing and to start thinking about how 

to carry on in Italy. Mister Dean listens to him, he keeps his head down and he silently 

cries: “I cannot sleep anymore, I cannot eat”. His mental suffering is transforming into 

physical. “I stay there doing nothing, but I am not a child”. The responsible says: “If the 

body is healthy, then mind is healthy too and you are able to do great things”, suggesting 

taking some time to relax, to recover his mental quiet, his physical strength. He is not 

understanding that both are threatened precisely because of inactivity and the loosing of 

his professional identity. Mister Dean looks at him wordless, he doesn’t speak but I can 

guess he is underwhelmed. He stands up, acknowledges with teary eyes and leaves” 

(Fieldnotes, S.A.I., May 2018).  

Pedagogical and paternalist nuances sometimes colour civil organisations’ interventions, which 

let prejudices and generalisations influence their actions, outshining the uniqueness of each 

specific individual and situation. This translates into imposed norms decided for “their own 

interest”, without actually verifying the concrete impact that they have on asylum seekers and 

refugees’ conditions, as it is the case of the Rifugio, where the limitation to a night reception is 

justified in terms of a “pedagogical choice”: 

“We have chosen not to implement a day-care for pedagogical reasons. If we don’t push 

them outside, they stay all day long watching TV and this does not help them in getting 

back on their feet, to rebuild their lives” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., February 2018).  

Such an account clearly presupposes an attitude of laziness and passivity on the part of asylum 

seekers and refugees, without effectively monitoring its consequences. Indeed, all migrant 

interviewees hosted there complained about the precarizing effect of such a norm, as per 

account of Sajed, which is representative of all the gathered others: “I am hosted there, but I 

cannot sleep well, I am too tired because you have to wander all the day long, you have to go 

out at early morning, no matter if it rains or it is cold, and you can come back just at 6 p.m.. If 
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you have a job is ok, but if you don’t it is a real problem, you are wandering all the time, not 

knowing where to go, not knowing anything” (Sajed, Interview 25).  

The same paternalistic and infantilizing approach is witnessed by Kande concerning the 

Labour-Int Project where she was confronted with the non-recognition of her background and 

acquired competences, including her being a grown-up woman with a significant wealth of 

previous experience, resulting in her subjective perception of being the object of a patronizing 

care that finally hindered her right to decide for herself:  

“As they didn’t find something else, they put me at the CAF service of the Cisl, working 

as an intern. They were kind, but Caterina, those are things so complicated that even an 

Italian would struggle in understanding. And so, I find myself in simply observing, and 

asking all the time to other people, to people that could be my children. It is 

embarrassing. I have asked if I could do something where I am actually useful, even in 

a kitchen, it doesn’t matter, but something where I can actually give my contribute. But 

they said no that I have to stay there. And when I said that I wanted to stop the internship, 

they also said no. My tutor at the CELAV told me that this job is important for me, even 

if I am not good at it, because I can learn how it is to work in a work team, to stay with 

other colleagues…but who does he think that I am? I am 55 and I have always worked 

in my life, I am able to stay in a work team. They treat you as you were a child, it is 

frustrating” (Fieldnotes, August 2018).  

According to many interviewees’ accounts, their will is seldom considered and valued because 

of the sometimes-blind certitude about the unequivocal fairness of one’s own evaluation on the 

part of civil organisations’ members. Hence, asylum seekers and refugees feel often voiceless 

even within those places that claim to aim at giving voice back to them. Coupled with the 

frequent lack of adequate competences and professional tools on the part of civil organisations’ 

members, this materializes into a mirroring of institutional reception’s answers, resulting in an 

increased distress and rage: 

“In front of Ahmed’s request of help in finding a solution to his medical problems, the 

volunteer decides to book for him an appointment with the psychologist of the 

association. “But I don’t want to see a psychologist, I have already told this to the centre, 
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it is not a psychological problem!”. He is looking for someone that may help him with 

traditional medicine, the one which he is used to, he asks if they know where he can go. 

He’s in deep pain and very angry. He expects some answers, when these do not come, 

he loses his patience, he takes his stuffs on the table and he leaves before the volunteer 

could finish to talk” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, May 2018).  

Thanks to the presented empirical quotes, I could thus realize that the felt lack of control 

experienced by asylum seekers and refugees within institutional reception is experienced in 

some cases also outside of it. Clouded by the daily tam-tam of often similar stories, civil 

organisations’ members sometimes end up assuming of knowing the entire spectrum of the 

existing solutions giving priority to their own interpretation of “the best thing to do”. For sure, 

they actually find themselves in the difficult position of having to mediate between asylum 

seekers and refugees’ expectations and wishes and the structural conditions of possibility within 

which to realize them, which is not always possible. Nonetheless, fieldwork has shown that 

they often drift off to a rapid essentialisation of asylum seekers and refugees’ personal histories, 

competences and desires. The relentless pace of help requests that urge them to boost their work 

rhythm produces situations in which some civil organisations end up privileging the quantity 

of answers provided compared to their quality, mirroring in this way the receptive mechanisms 

that are at work within the institutional system according to interviewed asylum seekers and 

refugees. In addition, it also hinders the safeguarding of spaces and times of collective reflective 

evaluation of their action. Indeed, unlike what usually happens within professional social 

services, rare were the moments of “team meeting” where to share and analyse situations, 

difficulties, obstacles, answers getting some distance from the day-to-day direct intervention 

with asylum seekers and refugees, which would probably favour an increased awareness of 

their daily attitude towards the latter and of the consequences of it on their well-being, both 

emotional and material.    

4.2.2 Automatization and impersonalisation  

The same intense routine provoked by an infinitive request of assistance that stands at the 

origins of the just mentioned dynamic of exogenous decisions about asylum seekers and 

refugees’ priorities and needs, has also emerged as an important factor of bureaucratisation of 

the activity of the same civil organisations. This stands true for the Naga-Har in particular, 
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which more than the other three selected actors was experiencing an uncertain balance between 

the provision of services and a less functional, but more relational commitment with asylum 

seekers and refugees.  

Indeed, almost immediately after entering fieldwork I could observe how the repetitiveness and 

rapidity of the intervention were responsible of taking depth and concern away from it: 

“Today I have left the Naga-Har with an uneasy feeling. The meetings at the Sportello 

were held in a condition of constant confusion and superposition, the listening to more 

than one story at the same time, a slight shallowness in facing the requests of people. I 

felt as it was about already heard stories. Maybe they are, but I felt like this was emptying 

them of their importance, value and depth. I had the feeling that the repetitiveness of 

assistance leads to work faster but less deeper and risks to erase details and to give few 

importance to the personal story of each and every one, which, albeit similar to others, 

represents for that specific person the individual and intimate experience of a whole life” 

(Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, February 2018).  

This very initial feeling was confirmed during fieldwork by many episodes where the endless 

repetition of similar stories made volunteers lose part of their empathy and interventions more 

and more typified. In this sense, the person was no more recognized in his/her uniqueness and 

singularity, but as a story like others to which giving a standardised answer. The latter occurred 

sometimes explicitly, forcing asylum seekers and refugees to justify themselves as it happens 

in front of the asylum commission: 

“Walter, a 26 years old Nigerian man, has turned to the Naga-Har in search of a medical 

certification attesting the wounds that he says he got during the journey and in particular 

because of the tortures suffered in Libya. The volunteer starts filling the information 

report without explaining its use. She takes an appointment with the associative doctor 

and then she says to me that we need to write down Walter’s story for him. The man 

tells about his uncle, who sold all the properties of his dead father and that was trying to 

kill him so that he could not claim for them. He tells also about the journey through 

Niger and then the experience in Lycia, he tells about prisons and tortures and about the 

crossing of the Mediterranean Sea: “One night the man that bought us to make us work 
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for him ordered us to follow him. We found ourselves on the coast and there some armed 

men forced us to get on the zodiac. I didn’t want to, I didn’t want to come to Italy. But 

the armed man threatened us, so I obeyed”. The volunteer looks at him and says: “You 

all tell the same story”. Walter justifies himself by saying: “Me I don’t know the others, 

I am telling what happened to me”. “Yes, ok, but the story is always the same: ‘They 

woke us up and they forced us to get on the boat’”, she answers. I dare as to say: “If they 

all tell the same story, maybe it is because it happens like this”. ‘Whatever’, the volunteer 

says sighing” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, June 2018).  

The latter has often depersonalised the intervention, which sometimes was limited to the 

minimum because volunteers didn’t take the time to deepen the individual experience of the 

person, considering that they already knew the situation because they already faced many:  

“A girl at the reception desk is explaining to a Senegalese man that she can do nothing 

to help him finding a place to sleep. The man is sleeping at Ortles, but “he doesn’t have 

a room, showers are few for many people and he has to pay 1,50 euros to eat, but he 

hasn’t got any”. The girl cuts it short, she keeps repeating that she cannot do anything 

and that he should just enjoy the fact that he has 3 more months to stay there: “many 

people don’t even have that”. I ask some questions to the man, trying to deepen a bit the 

situation. He has a humanitarian protection that will end on February 2019. He says that 

he doesn’t know what a reception centre is. By insisting, I understand that when he was 

in Sicily he was hosted in a CAS. I try to ask him if he knows what the SPRAR is. He 

makes a confused grimace and says that he doesn’t know. On these bases, I suggest to 

the volunteer to try to understand if it is possible to apply for the Sprar system. She looks 

at me as if I am saying something that she has never heard before: “Wow, this is a good 

idea, I am going to ask”. The application will be made during the next days and the 

person will obtain a place in a Sprar centre” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, February 2018).  

The same happens even when the person shows to be highly conscious of the procedures to 

follow and insists for having his/her request attended. In this case, the standardisation of 

intervention is coupled with a dynamic of misrecognition of asylum seekers and refugees’ 

autonomous choices and a sort of distrust of their competences:  
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“I am assisting a volunteer at the sportello. He has a rude attitude, he doesn’t take the 

time to deeply understand what he is asked. A Pakistani girl would like to change her 

appointment at the Questura, she wants to book it again in the hope of obtaining it 

earlier. The first time she entered the Cupa system it was here at the Naga-Har, so she 

knows that her password is written on her information report. “I don’t want to do this 

for you”, the volunteer says, “Everyone has its appointment after several months, you 

are not the only one, so wait as the others do”. The girl answers that she just wants her 

password to access the Cupa system and then she will do it alone: “I’ve understood that 

you don’t want to do it, I am not stupid”, she claims. Finally, the volunteer gives in and 

gives her the password. Nevertheless, he adds: “You don’t really know what you are 

doing, you’d better be careful”. The girl rolls her eyes and leaves” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, 

March 2018).  

As I was quite surprised about this attitude, I further investigated the issue and I realized that 

this is experienced with preoccupation and suffering on the part of most of the volunteers, which 

recognize to have progressively flattened on a detached operationality, more and more losing 

the relational and empathic dimension that characterized the Naga-Har at the beginning. The 

latter was imputed to the significant changes concerning the national and migratory context 

during years:  

“When I first arrived to the Naga-Har, its founding father was still alive and the topic of 

asylum seekers was starting to be an issue in Italy. This is why Italo Siena decided to 

open a dedicated branch of the association aiming at providing a non-medicalised place 

to them, a place where to spend their time during the day, a place where to feel at home 

for people that had lost it or left it behind. The situation was very different compared to 

now, there were less people requesting assistance, the Sprar was coming into being, there 

were few commissions, so people spent more time there, the turn-over was fewer. So, 

the situation here was very different, most of the people attended the centre every day, 

they came to drink tea, to play chess, to talk to each other, to learn Italian…they were 

few those coming for the sportello. In fact, it was a small room where people came to 

prepare the story to tell the day of the commission. Instead, now, most people come to 
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use the services provided by the sportello. It is the reason why we are now in the middle 

of an important internal debate about how to keep a relation with asylum seekers and 

refugees, how to spend time with them if you are repeatedly solicited by their requests 

and you don’t find the way of disengaging from the sportello” (E.B., Naga-Har, Interview 

35) 

The witnessed flattening on operationality mirrors what observed about institutional reception 

where standardised procedures are offered to everyone, risking of precarizing some. When it 

comes to civil organisations, the surplus of daily pressure for assistance often shifts volunteers’ 

focus away from the intrinsic political/relational objective of the association, opening 

significant existential questions about the deepest sense of it. Indeed, the transformation of the 

intervention from a relational support into procedural and mechanical operations provokes high 

levels of distress and frustration which risk detaching volunteers even more from asylum 

seekers and refugees’ conditions and requests, as per account of one of the volunteers: 

“I am tired, sick of all this serial information one after the other, and always the same. 

We look like an office. The sportello takes away from me the pleasure of living this 

place like when it was born, which is how it should be, because even when I take a break 

and I have some tea I am immediately surrounded by some pleading eyes asking for 

something, and it’s always something linked to procedures or accommodations or 

whatever. I have this feeling of [she sighs as if she couldn’t breathe]…that makes that I 

have never a quiet moment to enjoy this place and to make sure that they enjoy it too” 

(E.B., Naga-Har, Interview 33). 

E.B.’s account brings up the issue of the motives for volunteering, which is quite well framed 

by literature. Indeed, other-oriented and self-oriented motivations, as well as hybrid ones, have 

been identified by now, which would allow to pose some questions in these terms also regarding 

the fatigue expressed by many interviewees about dealing with functional aspects of asylum 

seekers and refugees’ experience in Milan, by way of finding some concrete administrative, 

legal and/or sustaining solutions. Though, what I focused on is not so much individual motives 

for participating into civil organisations’ activities, which, anyway, differ from one another, but 

rather the positioning of civil organisations in their entirety within the wider scenario of asylum 
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seekers and refugees’ local reception. In this sense, what I could observe is that because of the 

overloading and disorganisation of the asylum institutional machine, civil organisations get 

often sucked into it in terms of provision of basic and systematic assistance. It follows that they 

sometimes absorb the bureaucratic and procedural nature of the institutional system repeating 

it and obscuring the relational and engaged dimension which originated them and provoking 

feelings of distress and disillusion among individual members, which could in the long term 

deeply modify the original ways and motives for acting. Hence, we go back here to the question 

of the “civil dilemma”, because of which civil organisations struggle to find a balance between 

their wished and claimed role of alternative, but not substitutive, support to asylum seekers and 

refugees compared to institutional paths and procedures, going from relieving temporarily the 

suffering of extremely precarious individuals to the provision of the social and relational capital 

needed to be as much present to oneself as possible to claim the right to a dignified and 

subjective inclusion. Indeed, day-to-day experience confronts many of them with asylum 

seekers and refugees’ request of filling the gaps and deficiencies of institutional systems, 

confronting them with the obligation of making a hard but existential choice: whether to answer 

to asylum seekers and refugees’ request for assistance, in this case giving in part of their inner 

and original meaning, or to valuing the latter in order to keep their collective identity and 

counter-hegemonic nature untouched, while accepting though the idea of leaving asylum 

seekers and refugees’ basic and immediate demands unanswered. Such a dilemma, coupled 

with the daily contact with someone else’s suffering and the incompetence in dealing in a 

balanced way with the emotional work flowing from it, stands at the origins of some deep 

emotional troubles that most of the interviewees accounted for and that I have analysed 

previously.  

4.2.3 The fragmentation of help  

“We are like pigeons, which do not have a stable place, they always go”, Bilal told me one 

afternoon. While going deeper and deeper into fieldwork, his argument has taken some less 

metaphorical contours. Indeed, I have started noticing at some point that whenever some asylum 

seeker or refugee opened its wallet in front of me, a whole set of cards came out from it, 

witnessing an at least formal multi-affiliation to different civil organisations: the trade union, 

the Naga, the charity canteens, the Rifugio, Opera San Francesco, and so on. Hence, the issue 
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of the fragmentation of assistance has emerged at the beginning in these terms and I have 

continued remarking it during observation, where it was usual to assist to a daily ritual of 

booking of different appointments, as I wrote down on my fieldnotes: 

“During every meeting with a new asylum seeker or refugee, the ritual of booking 

different appointments is repeated: an appointment with the Job service, one with M. for 

the access to the charity canteen, one with E.C. for legal assistance. I start reflecting 

about the fact that these people’s lives are organised based on the different appointments 

of the week” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., April 2018).  

The topic is particularly interesting for many reasons. On one side, it witnesses a wider and 

wider complexification of asylum seekers and refugees’ conditions, whose multi-faceted 

characteristic cannot be dealt by a single actor. The responsible of the CELAV claimed in this 

regard that “social unrest has been widening and disadvantages are more and more articulated. 

Here’s why so many services are needed. Speaking of migrants, complexity has taken the place 

of quantity during the last years” (A.G., Celav, Interview 41). Indeed, starting from the 

activation of the asylum procedure, asylum seekers and refugees’ needs stop being exclusively 

linked to the obtention of protection and start to line up with those of any other person, thus 

showing the multi-layered nature of human existence. In this sense, I will show in the final 

chapter of this work that the concept of integration cannot be limited to administrative 

regularization. Material and relational needs form an integral part of asylum seekers and 

refugees’ integration processes, regardless of the place that they take within subjective 

hierarchies of needs. Here’s that, after having started to orient themselves, they start looking 

for a job, a house, a doctor, some spare time, friends. According to each of these needs, their 

social reality is fragmented into watertight compartments respectively corresponding to an 

office, a worker, a card, a regulation. Hence, it follows an increased difficulty for asylum 

seekers and refugees to build a comprehensive sense and an overall narration of their lives, 

whose specificity is added to the wider shared threat posed to “the ability of people to form 

their characters into sustained narratives” (Sennett, 1998: 57) and to develop persistent 

subjective meanings and identity in the framework of what Sennett calls the new flexible 

capitalism, characterised by fragmentation and mutability. In particular, asylum seekers and 
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refugees must learn to divide by themes the explication of their existential and material 

condition according to the division of roles within the complex map of services and places 

composing the civil universe of asylum seekers and refugees’ reception. Hereafter is an example 

taken from fieldwork of what just mentioned:  

“M. is dealing with a man from Gambia, he has just received a negative answer to his 

asylum request by commission and his lawyer told him that he needs a residence 

certificate in order to appeal. M. doesn’t want to take care of the topic: “My task is to 

take care of housing issues, not legal ones. Today you came here to speak about house, 

you will deal with your legal problem in another moment, with someone else”, she says” 

(Fieldnotes, S.A.I., May 2018). 

This continued bouncing from place to place, from a person to another stands at the origins of 

a significant existential distress experienced by asylum seekers and refugees, who witnessed an 

increased disillusion regarding the real willingness and possibility of civil organisations of 

helping them:  

“People showed me so many associations where to turn to, but, you know, no one really 

gave me concrete help. 

Me: You didn’t appreciate their way of helping? 

It’s not a matter of appreciating…but you know, when you accumulate disappointments 

one after the other, finally even if someone is acting well…it is not easy, you go there, 

they let you down; you go there; they let you down…finally you are tired, you don’t 

sleep well, and when someone tells you the umpteenth place where to go, you think that 

probably it will be like the others. I finally went to the Naga because I knew another 

migrant that brought me there, but even in this case, I have needed some time to be 

convinced, I have needed to know him well and to trust him before to accept to go there” 

(Jelani, Interview 1). 

Jelani’s words allow to understand that the issue of the technical sectoriality of help has a 

concrete influence on asylum seekers and refugees’ experience. Indeed, a feeling of disillusion 

and solitude is stimulated by the incapability of single organisations of taking care of the person 
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in its entirety, instead of dealing simply with a specific need of that same person. At the same 

time, this provides new elements for analysing that reticular pattern of civil assistance to asylum 

seekers and refugees that was described above. Indeed, while the fact of dealing with one 

specific need at a time is quite easily justifiable in terms of professional competencies and 

organisational division of roles, it also shows that, despite complementing each other, civil 

organisations are still not able, or willing, to make their linking threads tangible and manifest. 

If they did, they would be able of organizing collective overall answers to the entire spectrum 

of asylum seekers and refugees’ needs, instead of providing complementary but unconnected 

and partial ones. The absence of an explicit phase of “integrative bargaining”, which would 

help civil organisations in officially “exploiting differences to create joint value” in an ordered 

and comprehensive way shows thus all its limits. In this regard, the already mentioned words 

of Anolf’s president acquire new light. In fact, apart from the final result of it in the case of the 

Labour-Int project, which I have already introduced before, the urge for a 

decompartmentalization of civil reception is concretely a topic. In the absence of an effort to 

structure and systematise its implicit networked functioning, it risks in fact to be limited both 

in terms of time and of content. The subsequent failure in providing long-term solutions to 

asylum seekers and refugees’ social unrest on one side mirrors the hurry and contingency of 

institutional reception, on the other contribute to its chronicity, which is recognized as one of 

the most significant problems of asylum seekers and refugees’ current situations, as per account 

of the responsible of the S.A.I.:  

 “Chronicisation is often the distress that characterizes immigrants, meaning with it 

persons that during years live within reception places, when to a dismissal from one 

place corresponds the reception into another one. Hence, it is about weak inclusion paths 

because if it is true that you won’t find yourself in the street, it is also true that this 

passage from an assistance to another is never resolutive and often leaves a feeling of 

defeat” (P.D., S.A.I., Interview 37).  

The issue of the fragmented sectoriality of civil reception and assistance to asylum seekers and 

refugees cannot be considered per se as a similitude with the institutional system, as the latter 

should theoretically provide an overall support through reception centres. Nonetheless, in light 
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of what showed, it produces the same result in practice, namely short-term solutions that fail to 

build some solid basis for the “conditions of possibility” of asylum seekers and refugees’ 

integration processes to develop. The question deals both with the scarce degree of coordination 

and sharing among civil organisations themselves, both in terms of claiming discourses and of 

actual services, and with their weak attempts of promoting links with the “other spheres”, 

namely the market, i.e. for-profit organisations, and the State. The latter is in turn certainly 

linked to the question about if the provision of those long-term solutions and functional 

conditions of possibility is actually a responsibility and aim of those civil organisations that 

have deliberately chosen to position themselves outside the meshes of institutional reception 

and that claim to not want to substitute it. The answer to this question cannot but be provided 

by civil organisations themselves, whose difficulty in doing it represents exactly the civil 

dilemma that I have described so frequently.  

4.2.4 Selective help 

The final dynamic approaching civil reception and institutional one is the tendency to select 

people to support based on their deservedness according to their degree of transparency and of 

compliance with the rules proposed.  

During the in-depth interview with Sidqi, associative member of Mshikamano, he introduces 

the issue of asylum seekers and refugees’ obligation to transparency and disclosure as an 

intrinsic characteristic of their condition:  

“Me: What do you want to begin with? Maybe the reasons why you choose to leave 

Burkina Faso? 

Well, it was a really difficult choice. Sometimes when I tell about it, I go through some 

very tough emotions and it is hard.  

Me: Well, you are free to not tell about it if you don’t feel as to.  

Never mind, anyway I have been obliged to tell it 1000 times here in Italy because of 

what I am, an asylum seeker. I mean, you go to the Commission and, even if you don’t 

want to because it is so troubling, you have to. You have to tell about it to everyone, 
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those who will believe you and those who won’t believe you. It is part of our lives in 

Italy 

Me: The fact of telling is part of your life? 

Of course, we are obliged to tell, to make people believe” (Sidqi, Interview 9).  

Sidqi’s account helped me in verbalising something that I was in fact observing since months, 

but that I was struggling to name. For sure, I already knew that asylum procedures and norms 

expect a high level of intimate disclosure, as the obtention of protection is concretely based on 

the ability of being believable. This is one of the most subtle and violent elements of non-

recognition of asylum seekers’ value and legitimation, as they are forced to provide concrete 

proofs of their sincerity. Precisely for this reason, I wasn’t expecting to find the same 

mechanism at work within civil organisations. On the contrary, it emerged several times during 

observation, as if the implicit and a priori suspect pinned on asylum seekers had transcended 

the borders of institutional dynamics and contaminated civil society’s ones, influencing workers 

and volunteers’ attitudes. In this sense, the following excerpt witnesses quite explicitly the 

intense activity of such dynamics, which translates into an intrusive investigation about the 

truthfulness, or not, of asylum seekers’ accounts, even in the absence of concrete reasons for 

asking: 

“I assist a volunteer at the sportello. A Nigerian man tells her that he found a room to 

rent close to his job, and that for this reason he left his reception centre. She reacts by 

saying: “You are not a tourist, you are an asylum seeker and you cannot go wherever 

you want! Anyway, what kind of problems did you have to go out from Nigeria?”. I feel 

uncomfortable as I perceive the strength with which social representations and 

expectations regarding the very condition of being an asylum seeker a priori exclude the 

possibility of making autonomous choices, even within those places where they turn to 

in search of a different consideration of their individuality. In addition, the question 

regarding the reasons for leaving Nigeria is made without a concrete need of gathering 

information about it, as if the volunteer was trying to investigate whether he is a true 

refugee or not. The man is troubled, he almost cries and sighs: ‘I have headache’” 

(Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, February 2018). 
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Edouard Glissant called “the right to opacity” the chance of an individual for preserving his/her 

own world and truth from external gazes in order to protect one’s own intimacy and, through 

it, one’s own identity. In this perspective, the pressing request of personal information 

represents a violent relational dynamic, which mirrors the institutional selective and identifying 

objectives, even more if it is done without providing any explanation about the need of such 

request. “How old are you? How long have you been here? Which was your occupation back 

at home? Who do you live with? Where? Are you married? Do you have children?” are just 

some of the insisting questions often asked by workers and volunteers of civil organisations as 

soon as a new asylum seeker or refugee arrived at their place. Subsequently, the readiness in 

disclosing one’s own identity and story has shown to be considered as a factor determining the 

possibility of being helped or not: 

“I have decided not to put on the waiting list the last person that we met yesterday. You 

know why? Because he wasn’t saying things the way that they are. He was omitting 

things. I have just lost some of my time. Experience taught me that the intervention that 

we can provide has positive results only if there is a certain degree of transparency on 

the part of the hosts. Because it happened that I accepted to host people who didn’t want 

to talk about themselves, I have insisted a little, but then I accepted. But finally, if after 

three months you don’t have any alternative solution outside the Rifugio, well, at that 

point I am obliged to stop the reception anyway because it is not my fault if you didn’t 

talk” (L.C., S.A.I., Interview 39). 

Of course, things are never black or white. Indeed, it is understandable that civil organisations’ 

members need to know something about asylum seekers and refugees’ situations in order to 

imagine possible solutions. And nonetheless, the reiteration of such an intrusion cannot but 

worsen the wounds caused by the violent denudation imposed by asylum norms. In front of this, 

asylum seekers and refugees’ answers have included opposite reactions. There’s who, like 

Michael, gave in to his non-right to opacity, adapting to and accepting it: 

“The volunteer starts his list of personal question in order to fill the informational report 

for the association’s archives. Michael answers shyly, but he doesn’t seem as to 

understand why he is asking. He is probably too used to people asking for personal 
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information about him, as if it was something normal to tell one’s own life to a complete 

stranger.” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, March 2018) 

Others, like Paul, revolted themselves to this umpteenth intrusion explicitly comparing it with 

what experienced within institutional rooms: 

“Paul is a man from Sierra Leone and he comes in search for a place to stay. L.C. starts 

the meeting by filling the informational report of the S.A.I. and by making him sign the 

consent to the use of personal data. “Wait, what is it? What am I signing?”, Paul asks 

self-defensively. L.C. keeps on filling the report, and then asks him his permit to copy 

the data from there. P. is suspicious: “You already have my ID card, why do you want 

my permit also?”. The same thing happens when L.C. asks him if he has ever followed 

a training or if he had some professional experience both in Sierra Leone and in Italy: 

“Are you interviewing me? I can tell you things whenever you help me. It is not what 

you do here?”. L.C. tells him that she needs that information if he wants to be helped 

and then she keeps filling the report in a tense silence. At the end, she will decide not to 

give Paul access to the rifugio, making this “data-extraction” somewhat illegitimate” 

(Fieldnotes, S.A.I., April 2018).  

Alongside the mentioned readiness to reveal oneself, some relational dynamics between asylum 

seekers and refugees and civil organisations’ members, as well as some discourses delivered by 

the latter, have shown an implicit search for integration competences and compliant willingness 

in order to be considered as suited for and worthy of being helped. On one side, I could observe 

more than once the widespread tendency to support in a privileged way those asylum seekers 

and refugees who showed to have more personal resources and, thus, more chances to 

effectively succeed. The responsible of Anolf-Milano made it overtly explicit during the public 

closing meeting of the Labour-Int project, where, applauding the municipality for the 

“indispensable role” played within the project, he claimed that “the Celav has made an excellent 

selection of performant elements” (Fieldnotes, Cisl, May 2018). Likewise, even if less explicitly, I 

could remark participating to the activities of the association Mshikamano the quite natural and 

spontaneous tendency to leave more space and responsibility to the strongest people, in this 

way worsening an already existing unbalance in terms of tools, chances and voice: 
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“Mamedouh is assuming an important role within the group. He is really motivated and 

resourceful, and I consider it positive that he is actually finding a way to let off his 

personality. Nevertheless, he is by now quite the only one to be solicited when it comes 

to take some decisions for the association. The others are sometimes confined into the 

role of enforcers. While it is true that Mamedouh is the most capable to position himself 

and to take decisions autonomously and quickly, it doesn’t help the other associative 

members to become the protagonists of the association and to take charge of it” 

(Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, February 2018).  

Albeit probably due to the economic limitations of civil intervention that I have presented in 

the previous chapter, the just mentioned kind of selective attitudes trace institutional dynamics 

through which the passage from a right to protection to the privilege of protection has been 

rapidly arising, thus provoking a Darwinian scenario where only the strongest ones succeed, as 

per account of Jelani:  

“You know, this life that we (asylum seekers and refugees) are living, if you are not 

strong enough you give up. There are many who give up. I myself have been about to 

give up. All the difficulties and precariousness that we face here…people are going mad. 

And not because they are fool, it is because of their life conditions, their brain gives up. 

It is so difficult…looking from the outside you cannot really understand. But, 

experiencing it from the inside, I can: you can easily turn fool. I myself…if I wasn’t 

strong enough, if I didn’t motivate myself, I could have given up as well” (Jelani, Interview 

1).  

Added to this, the expectation of a quiet compliance to the collective organisation’s rules also 

influence the chances of being helped, as the following excerpt from an observational morning 

at the S.A.I. may witness: 

“This morning, before meeting Julius, a Pakistani man who is in Italy since 2008, L.C. 

provides me with some information about him. He has been living without a permit 

during the last 8 years. In fact, in 2012 he renounced to the international protection 

procedure to access the amnesty opened by the current government. His attempt was not 

successful and Julius became irregular. In addition, he has been following a psychic 
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treatment. In 2016 he was reported to the S.A.I. by Opera San Francesco. He is hosted 

at the Rifugio since then. L.C. describes him as a ‘calm and quiet person, who follows 

the rules gladly. We had some other cases like his, but we couldn’t follow them for so 

much time as they were more reactive people’” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., June 2018).  

As a consequence, an attitude of reactiveness and the demonstration of a subjective critical 

capability towards the surrounding environment seem to provoke the suspect about an 

illegitimacy of the request for help and a tendency to pin on the claimant the responsibility of 

the failure of the action undertaken in its regard: 

“When the dismissal from the Rifugio corresponds to a return on the street it is usually 

because the person wasn’t able to enhance the resource made available to him. If you 

enter the Rifugio it is because you have been considered as a person who needs support. 

So if you come back late at night, it means that you have alternative resources, maybe 

precarious, certainly not stable ones, but if you scrapes the barrel you can find 

something, and this becomes conflictual vis-à-vis the functioning of the Rifugio, so we 

are obliged to dismiss the person” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., March 2018).  

In this sense, Sadoun’s account about the reasons why he was so much supported by the NGO 

ManiTese shows in a crystal-clear way how an exogenous disciplining meaning of a good 

behaviour concretely influences asylum seekers and refugees’ chances of being helped: 

“When my period at the reception centre finished, Giacomo (Mani Tese’s worker) has 

found a family to host me. And after three months, I came to the Rifugio, Mani Tese 

brought me here. 

Me: Mani Tese usually does all these things for everyone, or it was just about you? 

Just me. The other guys that worked with me for Mani Tese went away once finished, 

Mani Tese didn’t do much for them 

Me: Why this? Why just for you? 

Well, because I behave well 

Me: What do you mean? What does it mean “to behave well”? 
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Well, if they say something to me, I do as they say. This is why” (Sadoun, Interview 18). 

Hence, fieldwork has showed that the combination of expectations of transparent disclosure 

and of quite compliance produces a widespread tendency to an a priori selection among asylum 

seekers and refugees to be helped. As already mentioned, the reasons of such a selection are in 

many cases understandable, as it is cleared by the S.A.I. legal adviser’s following words: 

“Law does not consider all the difficulties of these people, so they often come to us at 

the end of all procedure, when everything is really complicated. My time is limited, so I 

finally find myself obliged to make a sort of selection, to focus on those who have more 

chances to get their documents” (Fieldwork, S.A.I., February 2018).  

Because of the concrete limits characterising their actions, which have been mentioned in the 

previous chapter, civil organisations have not enough resources for helping everyone. 

Subsequently, they need to find some systemic mechanisms of selection. Nonetheless, the 

implementation of the two described relational dynamics cannot be considered simply as 

systemic and rational guidelines for acting. In my view, and supported by already existing 

literature stating that “civic actors have internalized the dominant, more traditional 

communicative norms of the (Ireland’s national Social Partnership) process” (Gaynor, 2011: 

499), they are additionally influenced by an unreflective assimilation of widespread social 

representations, which, flowing from institutional norms and procedures and from public 

debates, contaminate their way of relating to asylum seekers and refugees hindering 

concomitantly their own claimed objective, namely to help them in contrasting institutional 

injustices and labels, to recover their individual autonomy and to enforce their rights.  

4.2.5 Not being neutral 

If I had stopped here, I would have been arguing that civil organisations do nothing but to 

replicate institutional and structural disciplining mechanisms and relational dynamics vis-à-vis 

asylum seekers and refugees, simply translating them into a different social sphere. 

Nevertheless, I have already touched upon the fact that those same organisations relate to 

institutions trying to get some distance from them. To go even further, I claim that it is precisely 

thanks to the way they represent themselves compared to institutions and through their 

relationship with the latter that they are able to keep an offsetting role and to implement actions, 
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each in their own way and nuances, to contrast, challenge or modify the institutional impact on 

asylum seekers and refugees’ life. In this sense, it is possible to recognize that element of 

autonomy characterizing conceptually civil society and to consider them as actors of a complex 

battleground, refuting the hypothesis of their complete absorption into institutional governance 

dynamics.  

To get started, all the selected civil organisations have wished from the beginning to underline 

that they consciously and repeatedly chose to stay out of “the market of reception and 

immigration” (Fieldnotes, January 2018). The latter sounded more or less ambiguous or obvious 

depending on the claiming organisations. Indeed, while it didn’t surprise me to hear it from 

association Mshikamano and the Naga-Har, which, each in its own way and despite some 

contradictions, stand in an overtly conflictual position vis-à-vis public institutions; it was more 

difficult to understand the same discourse from the S.A.I. and the trade union. As said, the 

former is in fact integral part of the wider Caritas Ambrosiana, Curia office of the Diocesi of 

Milan, which is in turn part of the powerful and pervasive religious institution represented by 

the Catholic Church and that definitely participates to the institutional reception of migrants. 

The S.A.I., though, does a different job and their workers have been firmly claiming it, giving 

additional hints about the relevance of considering collective organisations not just in their 

external homogeneous entirety, but also as the container of specific individualities. The latter 

subjectively interpret and implement collective choices and structures and in turn are able to 

influence them through their individual initiatives, as it was shown regarding the construction 

of networked threads between organisations. In this light, it was not weird to listen to the 

responsible of the S.A.I. saying that: 

“We, me in particular, have always declined invitations to become an accredited service 

for the electronic transmission of renewal requests, or citizenship ones…all that work is 

highly significant and allows to lighten the procedures, but we don’t do it, we have never 

done it, and we won’t do it in the future. This is not us; we would distort our nature to 

face an emergency which is certainly significant, but it would not represent us. They are 

important, dignified and due actions, but we are not the ones that must deal with them” 

(P.D., S.A.I., Interview 37).  
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Likewise, the president of Anolf told me about a “conscious and reasoned choice made by Anolf 

as association and by the trade union more in general not to enter the games of reception’s 

business. Too many subjects approach that world to repair their budgets and this is something 

which we don’t want to enter” (M.B., Anolf, Interview 42). In this case, it is the specific reputation 

of the Italian institutional reception system to be brought up. Indeed, it was the same person to 

tell me that the trade union, through Anolf, is already accredited to institutions such as the 

Questura or the Prefecture to have a direct channel of communication and access. In addition, 

I have already shown that it was the only subject among those observed that has decided to 

engage a relationship of open collaboration with public authorities to implement its integration 

project. Hence, this allows me to say that what has been refused by Anolf is not so much the 

fact of entering the institutional domain and mechanisms, but the idea of being associated with 

the often unwholesome, sometimes criminal, reality of institutional reception. Indeed, when I 

dare to remark that if no one “clean” ever engage into institutional reception, this will always 

be left to those that are not clean at all, the president of Anolf comments: “Actually yes, I had 

never thought it like this”.  

More in general, the observed collective organisations have unanimously claimed that they 

daily try to find the way not to be the substitutes of a fallacious public service, even if having 

to come to terms with asylum seekers and refugees’ daily requests of intervention. As an 

example, it is because of this precise reason, together with economic deficiencies, that the S.A.I. 

choose at some point not to take officially charge of people: “regarding our social area, we 

don’t take people in charge, meaning that we don’t have a social assistance, because we have 

chosen not to substitute the public social service” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., March 2018). Subsequently, 

the observed civil organisations firmly represent and try to organize their action in terms of 

advocacy and pression for institutions to assume their responsibilities, as per account of a 

volunteer of Naga-Har: 

“We absolutely do not want to replace public entities. In fact, we exist not to fill in 

loopholes but to struggle for them not to be there. So, we denounce the inefficiency and 

incompetence of public entities. It is a relationship made of confrontation and denounce. 
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Sometimes, there can be collaboration, but it is rare. We have a rigid position of rupture 

towards them. 

Me: It is complicated to keep this position, isn’t it? 

Very much, yes 

Me: In some way, I have been having the feeling that, despite this very rigid position 

that you mention, finally you find yourself in actually replacing them… 

Maybe yes, sometimes. But what we try to do, I insist a lot about it, is to avoid it as 

much as we can. This means that we have to solicit the reception centre for example, not 

to do things in their place. If I have the possibility, I don’t do anything, I just call and 

insist with them until they do what they have to. It is an issue of principle. We should 

not exist at all, so I press them to do what they are responsible for. I cannot stand the 

fact that they win a tender notice where it is written that they are obliged to provide 

certain services, and finally people turn to us and we should do things at their place…it 

is neither in heaven nor on earth. I have never acted as a charity guardian in my life, I 

won’t start now” (E.B., Interview 33).  

The crystal-clear and rational choice not to take the place of public institutions and services 

clashes though in some cases with the frequently mentioned eternal dilemma of civil 

organisations. Indeed, if on one side they wish to keep their position of “historical blamers” 

(D.B., Naga-Har, Interview 34), the social and humanitarian feelings that anyway and at the same 

time feed their action sometimes force civil organisations to soften their political integrity in 

order to immediately increase asylum seekers and refugees’ resources and to concretely 

improve their conditions. The following excerpt from fieldwork explains this tension quite well: 

“During the assembly, volunteers discuss the possibility to organise some leafleting 

moments in front of the CAS to spread the information about the new national directives 

and the consequent restrictive attitude of the Questura. Some of them are against it, as 

it would mean to replace the municipality, which is responsible for giving information 

to asylum seekers and refugees hosted within the centres in a clear and prompt way. On 

the other side, someone argues that a dose of realism is needed: information often lacks 
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and asylum seekers and refugees pay the price of it. Finally, they decide to do it, 

considering it in terms of an action reinforcing asylum seekers and refugees’ capacity to 

self-defend” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, November 2018).  

This episode is particularly interesting as it shows how civil organisations succeed in keeping 

their claimed position, objectives and ideals untouched by modelling the conceptual 

representation, and external communication, of their action while not modifying its content. 

The collective representation and explanation of the reasons for acting justifies in this sense 

even those interventions that could be otherwise considered as substitutive, collaborative or 

compliant with institutions, restoring among civil organisations’ the intrinsic and deep sense of 

their engagement.  

The mentioned necessary softening of their irreproachable positions has been in some cases 

made explicit even by the most radical organisation among those observed. Indeed, the activists 

of the self-managed social centre have been modifying both their activities with the associative 

asylum seekers and refugees and, sometimes, the way of considering a possible contact with 

institutions. Indeed, if on one side they have transformed their demonstrating activity into a 

project of self-managed and mutual work, justifying it by arguing that “conflict has just changed 

its shape, but is still there” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, January 2018), they have also progressively 

reflected about the possibility to relate with institutions as a strategy to give more strength to 

their fundamental claims:  

“Regarding the demonstration of the 20th of May, there was a bloody discussion among 

us about the possibility to participate or not. Indeed, while it is true that is was an 

institutional event, it could have represented a chance to prod the municipality. In fact, 

as a counterbalance to our participation we could have claimed louder our conditions 

about documents, for example, or residency. On the contrary, the fact of not participating 

has meant granting some space to that piece of moderate institutionalism and 

associationism that we criticize, without anything in return and allowing them to build 

some kind of credibility and visibility without a real change of their political positions 

and effective interventions” (Mshikawhite, Interview 40).  
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Their reflection helps in testifying that there is some kind of awareness about the fact that for 

one’s transformative potential to be exploited, one must be available to enter and deal 

dialogically, though not necessarily peacefully, with the dominant public sphere and the actors 

that hegemonically colonise it. Indeed, I have already argued that if “subaltern counter publics” 

(Fraser in Young, 2000: 171) do not try or are not able to influence a wider public debate by 

way of finding the most adequate forms of action to negotiate their views with institutional 

ones, they limit themselves to develop small parallel universes closed up in themselves, which 

finally do not modify structurally the causes of social injustice. The presented quote shows that 

an opening in this direction has started to be an option even for radical activists, who have been 

discussing about the possibility of selecting collaborative participation to specific institutional 

events as a beneficial form of action for their own purposes.  

However, it has more generally been argued by interviewees that if a less conflictual 

relationship with institutions is sometimes possible, it could never extend beyond the limits of 

the preservation of civil organisations’ autonomy. Indeed, none of them has ever advanced the 

hypothesis of accepting even the minimal form of interference on the part of institutions, which 

would certainly mean, in their view, an attempt to “homogenize practices and discourses, in 

front of which we would certainly react by saying: ‘What the hell do you want, municipality? 

You cannot control us, we do whatever we want’” (D.B., Naga-Har, Interview 34). This protected 

and acted autonomy let civil organisations allow themselves to stretch the limits posed by 

institutional norms for increasing the possibilities of asylum seekers and refugees of regularize 

their condition. Indeed, many have been the episodes such as the one that follows: 

“E.C. is reading the transcription of Fadel’s interview with the commission. At a certain 

point she stops and talks to Fadel: “Here you said ‘I am not afraid of going back’…but 

Fadel, if we asked for international protection, it is because you don’t want to go back 

to Mauritania, isn’t it? You need to say that you are at least a little bit afraid, otherwise 

you wouldn’t be here…I mean, you have risked your life so many times to come! You 

have asked this, to be protected from a danger in Mauritania. I don’t want to push you 

to lie, but I want to say to you that you have been here for 3 years now, you have gone 

through so many things, you need to do a final effort. And the effort is to say that you 
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are in danger if you go back, ok? It is like if you were on a train, if you go off track you 

hurt. The tracks are the rules of Europe. You have to tell the truth, but you also have to 

try to stay on tracks. If you just say the truth, pure and hard, you risk to not have your 

permit at the end. So, I am not here to make you lie, but to explain to you which are the 

tracks, so you can try to tell you story staying on these tracks, ok?” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I. June 

2018).  

Through these little subversive actions, even the members of the less radical civil organisations 

have daily affirmed their position of non-neutrality vis-à-vis national and international norms 

and immigration policies. Indeed, they frequently use their competences, knowledge, networks 

and experience to facilitate asylum seekers and refugees’ inclusion chances, mostly in terms of 

regularisation of their administrative statuses. This is done according to their political and social 

ideals, but also thanks to a relational dimension that develops with asylum seekers and refugees 

and that marks a significant element of difference compared to institutional services:  

“Compared to their lawyers, for example, I don’t have a juridical responsibility, but 

certainly a moral one. Finally, the consequences of everything that I do are always and 

only directed towards them. I put all my soul into it, even because there’s a relationship 

that develops that is deeply human, very little formal” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., March 2018).  

It is precisely this relational dimension of their action that seems to guide and motivate many 

civil organisations’ members and that they look for and represent as the real separation line 

with institutions, even when it risks being overlooked by the daily infinitive requests: 

“I dream about the idea that this starts again to be a place where they can meet in a 

relaxed and pleasant situation, maybe talking about their problems but not asking to me 

to look for the fine prints of something, or the way to ask for the ID card, or to call the 

offices…I really would like to let these kind of things to professionals, to those people 

that do it for work, so that I would have the time to invest in a relationship with them. 

Unfortunately, I cannot find a place for this in this moment” (E.B., Naga-Har, Interview 33). 

Hence, the gradual transformation into providers of functional services, which spontaneously 

takes place because of the quantity and types of asylum seekers and refugees’ requests, has 

showed to provoke a background feeling of disappointment and fatigue among civil 
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organisations’ members. The latter is shared by asylum seekers and refugees themselves, who 

during fieldwork have been expressing the lack, or the importance when it existed, of some 

healthy and normal relationships within which to recognize themselves and to be recognized 

beyond their being asylum seekers and refugees. Thanks to their accounts in this regard, the 

relational and emotional dimension of integration has thus emerged as a fundamental, although  

not the solely, element for integration processes, capable of supporting and increasing asylum 

seekers and refugees’ autonomy competences and, subsequently, their willingness and chance 

of imagining some kind of future in Italy, or elsewhere. In light of this, I will show in the 

following chapter that, besides their contradictions and ambiguities, civil organisations can be 

considered as one of the privileged places where to develop the mentioned relational dimension, 

ranging from functioning simply as a bridge towards new possibilities to deeper relationships 

allowing a feeling of belonging and some traces of home. 
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5. INTEGRATION PROCESSES OF ASYLUM SEEKERS AND REFUGEES: 

FUNCTIONAL ELEMENTS AND RELATIONAL NEEDS 

Up to now, I have written much about the observed civil organisations’ activities, motivations 

and networks. Thanks to empirical material, I have detailed their daily practices and inner 

organisations and presented the internal dynamics of their respective ways of helping and how 

they converge or diverge. In addition, I have tried to explain which is their position within the 

wider scenario of asylum seekers and refugees’ local governance, accounting for similarities 

and divergences compared with public institutions and services and for the unspoken reticular 

pattern that seems to link them all in one way or the other. In this regard, I have additionally 

underlined the existence of a “civil dilemma” involving civil organisations, which have to find 

a balance between the protection of their autonomy vis-à-vis the market and State structures 

and of their transformative potential, and on the other side the urge to answer to asylum seekers 

and refugees’ concrete demands. But which are these demands? Which are the aspects to deal 

with that asylum seekers and refugees consider fundamental for their integration processes to 

develop? Are there priorities among them? What does it mean for them to develop and recover 

their personal autonomy? Are the recognitional and relational dimensions of their experience 

valued in terms of support to their autonomy and intrinsic to their integration processes? At this 

stage, given that beyond all discourses and reflections about the many reasons and 

characteristics of civil organisations’ support to asylum seekers and refugees, their main 

claimed objective is finally to facilitate the latter’ social integration and recovery of personal 

autonomy and dignity, I shall now proceed to provide an answer to the mentioned questions 

keeping on mobilising the qualitative data gathered on fieldwork. Guided by the overview of 

public and scientific meanings of integration and autonomy that I have provided throughout the 

theoretical chapter, the intent of the following pages is thus to present and analyse the subjective 

perspective on the issue of the people met on the field, as well as to point at the elements that 

facilitate or hinder their integration processes according to their concrete experiences.  

The chapter will be divided into three paragraphs. The first one will be focused on subjective 

accounts about integration and autonomy and about the elements that have emerged as the 

instruments necessary to the development of individual paths of integration towards the 
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recovering of personal autonomy in Italy. I will show that these tools are divided into functional 

and relational elements, both in terms of relation with others and in terms of relation to the self. 

The second paragraph will be dedicated to the factors that have been more or less explicitly 

identified as obstacles to those very paths. In their turn, they are divided into two categories. 

One gathers social and structural dynamics at work within the host society, the other addresses 

the ties linking asylum seekers and refugees with their countries of origin and the way in which 

these ties may in some cases hinder their chances of personal advancement. The third and final 

paragraph resumes and deepens the fundamental role of different types of relationships in the 

development of asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes, analysing both their 

positive and their negative aspects. This last paragraph is of particular importance for the entire 

research work as it closes it by reconnecting to its initial questions. Indeed, it is around the issue 

of relations that all my thought has been developing as, starting from the conviction that they 

represent a fundamental piece of human well-being, I have actually tried to understand if and 

how the relational dimension is valued, or not, within civil organisations. Although I have 

discovered on the field that whenever the aim is to facilitate and support asylum seekers and 

refugees’ integration processes, the building of relations cannot be separated by the provision 

of concrete solutions and resources, I will show in this chapter that the fact of enjoying positive 

relations with others and towards oneself actually supports the acquisition of psychological and 

functional tools for integration processes to be fed, also supporting asylum seekers and refugees 

in their daily struggle for normality and dignity.  

5.1 Tools to become an autonomous part of society  

I have argued in the first chapter of this work that what I intend for integration is to be in the 

“conditions of possibility” for personal autonomy to be acted, namely for being legitimate to 

live freely according to one’s subjective ideals, projects and competences, though in an open 

and respectful dialogue with the rest of the communities in which one lives. Asylum seekers 

and refugees’ integration processes in this sense should be intended as paths towards autonomy. 

But, what does it mean for them to act autonomously? Many interviewees have frequently 

expressed the idea that to be autonomous means to take care of themselves on their own: 
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“I won’t stop to struggle. I’ll do it for those who love me, but above all I’ll do it because 

a grown-up man must know how to solve his problems, how to fight them. You cannot 

sit everyday next to people and ask them how to do” (Moubachir, Interview 15). 

Indeed, the refrain about “being a man” has often rhymed with the idea of standing on one’s 

own feet. In this sense, it echoes what has been previously shown as to be the very idea of 

liberal autonomy, namely that the only way to prove to be autonomous subjects is to become 

independent from the need of others: 

“We are men, we must struggle to live. Since I was born, particularly after my father’s 

death, I have understood that to be a man I needed to take care of my problems. It is 

fundamental. Others cannot take care of it in my place, I must struggle to solve them on 

my own. It is your responsibility to find a solution, to reflect about it. Because everyone 

dies for himself, you cannot die in the place of others, maybe the others will cry for you, 

but finally you are the one who dies so you are the one who must find a solution” (Jelani, 

Interview 1).  

Mirror-like, many interviewees put forward the conviction that to integrate within receiving 

countries is their own individual responsibility, witnessing the pervasiveness of mainstream 

contemporary conceptions of integration, which, as showed, point to economic independence 

through individual proactiveness as the privileged signs of an integrated migrant:  

“I have been through a lot of adventure, and I finally understood that no one is going to 

help you, you must help yourself. I aim at paying my own clothes, at having my own 

shower, at eating well…finally, at living. To have this, I need to activate myself, I need 

to engage, I have to search. Reception centres are not the reality, I have to go out and 

understand how this country works, how life is here. To weak up early and go out and 

look for a job. Maybe I won’t find immediately, but I am doing my best” (Hachem, 

Interview 2). 

The issue of independence is not just experienced as a way to demonstrate to be integrated, but 

also as deeply linked to personal freedom, which has in turn been pointed to as the higher and 

most important objective of many interviewees’ lives: 
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“Nothing is worth freedom. This is why everyone feels better at home, because when 

you are home, even if you have nothing, you are free. Your independence, your freedom, 

nothing is worth it. I didn’t want to come here. It was not my intention, my plan. To do 

what? I used to wonder. I was at home, I could live thanks to my own strength, and I 

was living well, because I had my freedom, I was free on my mind. And, my sister, there 

is nothing like freedom” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, January 2018). 

Interestingly, some of them identified the possibility of planning their future as the only way to 

reach independence and freedom, resonating Diana Meyers’ presented theory about the triadic 

nature of autonomy. Indeed, according to Meyers the highest, although very rare, degree of 

autonomy has to do with the capacity of imagining “a long-term view of the self” (Meyers in 

Atkins, 2006: 210) through the advanced planning of it. Likewise, Osmane’s account is 

representative of a widespread conception of autonomy among interviewees as being able to 

plan one’s own life: 

“You know, life is a watch, in the watch we have minutes and we have seconds. The 

thinking is a second. Planning is a minute. Events are the time. So, if God gives you 24 

hours, how do you manage your time? You need to start planning your life since you are 

a child” (Osmane, Interview 26). 

The reference to a long-term and independent planning of one’s own life allows to mobilise the 

entire theory of Meyers about the degrees of autonomy. Indeed, some interviewees have 

expressed their readiness to live some periods of dependence as a step in the path of acquisition 

of the tools necessary to a future autonomy: 

“Me: How did you get on with the reception centre in Penne? 

It is not an issue of getting on well…when you are conscious that it is just for some time, 

you do whatever you can to integrate rapidly, to find a job, and a house. If it is for some 

time, it is not a big deal, it is not forever” (Assem, Interview 23). 

The acceptance of episodic moments of non-autonomy for the sake of an autonomous life is 

anyway enriched by the felt necessity of stay sticked to one’s own conception of good and evil: 
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“At times, you don't need to choose. When we arrive here, we don't know which is our 

left and our right. Anything that they say, you are supposed to do it, unless it is not bad 

thing. Of course, if they say: go there and steal, you know that this is bad and you don't 

do it. You need to have that sense” (Amjad, Interview 11). 

The latter corresponds and gives strength to substantive theories about autonomy, which, 

against procedural and content-neutral theories, value individuals’ “normative competence” as 

essential for them to be considered autonomous subjects: “to be autonomous, agents must be 

competent, or have the capacity, to identify the difference between right and wrong. Since 

certain kinds of socialization, including socialization due to oppression, interfere with this 

capacity, agents subject to this kind of socialization are not autonomous” (MacKenzie and 

Stoljar, 2000: 19). Indeed, according to relational conceptions of autonomy, the latter develops 

thanks to a reflexive exercise through which one “assumes the stance of a third party in 

appraising one’s motivations and actions and the environment in which these develops” 

(Oshana, 1998: 94) and recognize them (or not) as one’s own, including the meaning of right 

and wrong. To trigger the mentioned personal critical reflection, one needs to be surrounded by 

a socio-relational context allowing him/her to engage in it.  

To the tension toward personal freedom through the gaining of independence, it is added the 

widely shared feeling that the very acquisition of the tools for feeding integration processes 

cannot but pass through the demonstration of being willing to follow the rules and to contribute 

to the host society’s development:  

“Me: Do you think to have some chances in Italy? 

I think yes, I hope yes, because everything they have been asking me to do, I have been 

doing. It is said: when you come to the romans, do as the romans do. Stick to the rules. 

And I want to live here, so… Sometimes it is frustrating because you don’t have many 

opportunities to work and you don’t know about the documents and all that, but anyway 

I have to be just to the system and hopefully at some point I’ll have my house and the 

time to do what I want to do” (Grace, Interview 28). 

« There are many things that are not fair. Many people tell me: you are being exploited. 

It is true, but I wish to give my contribute to this country, because Italy lent me a hand. 



286 
 

I want to stay on this land because this is the land that saved my life. First, it was God, 

but then Italy. I have been having problems, but it doesn’t matter. What I have to do is 

to work seriously, to prove that I am up to live in this society and to help it to grow up” 

(Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, February 2018) 

I will show later that the subject of one’s own contribution to the host society is not simply 

linked to increase one’s chances to acquire conditions and tools useful to integration. On the 

contrary, it has also to do with a more intimate recognition of oneself as a legitimate subject of 

society. In this sense, the fact of being able to contribute is also linked to the idea of integration 

as the achievement of a “normal” autonomous life:  

“Now, it is time for me to stop and to live as everyone else. I wish to stay here. I don’t 

want to go there and there and there anymore. I want to work and to pay my taxes, to 

return to Italians what they are spending for me now. I want to have my house and to 

find stability, so that I can live as the Italians do. I want to be as everyone else in front 

of laws, to be obliged to pay my contribute” (Kande, Interview 30). 

Hence, both public conceptions of integration and autonomy and asylum seekers and refugees’ 

ones usually identify economic independence and a personal and proactive contribution to the 

society as the objectives to reach. Nevertheless, the latter remain just empty signifiers if the 

manifold elements that piece the puzzle together are not specified. In this sense, many of the 

Italian interviewees agreed that institutional reception’s task would be that of providing asylum 

seekers and refugees with the tools and conditions necessary to develop their integration 

processes piece by piece, as per account of a volunteer of the Naga-Har: 

“You arrive, just disembarked, can you imagine how you could feel? You could even be 

arrived by track, it doesn’t matter…I mean, you have just arrived, and you don’t know 

a word, you don’t know anything and anyone, habits and customs and mentality. You 

need a period of time to be guided, oriented about what happens here, how it works. 

Autonomy is the final objective, but it can be reached just after this period. Before, you 

must give them the tools, then when they’ll have them…it is mandatory for them to 

acquire some tools, most of them come from societies and cultures that are so different 
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compared to ours, they arrive here and what should they do without some basic 

instruments?” (E.B., Naga-Har, Interview 33). 

Indeed, asylum seekers and refugees met on the field accurately listed a number of elements 

that they consider as the minimum basis to concretely trigger integration processes. Overall, I 

could frequently remark the intersection between functional aspects and elements linked to the 

recognition and self-recognition of one’s own individuality. The latter confirms many 

contemporary scientific analysis of fundamental integration indicators, which, as mentioned, 

are often divided into “hard (practical, skill-oriented) and soft (emotional, well-being oriented)” 

(Sorgen, 2015: 244) and “objective and subjective” (Montgomery in Castles et al., 2002: 131), 

and it is widely shared by civil organisations’ members: 

“The most pleasant aspect of my job is that I am not closed into my office to do research 

on a computer, with codes or within jurisprudence. On the contrary, I directly meet 

people with their stories, their experiences, their narratives and we try to meet halfway, 

bringing our experience too, and our competences. And we try to “have a baby together” 

(she laughs), to imagine and give birth to ways to let us know them a little more, 

becoming a more inclusive society, and to help them to let us include them and to 

participate with their subjectivities too. The attempt of meeting halfway is fundamental, 

because regularisation is kind of useless otherwise. The regularisation process through 

the obtention of documents must go hand in hand with a process of, let’s say, social 

inclusion, which is what I have been trying to push forward through volunteering and 

that often ended up with important friendships” (E.C., S.A.I., Interview 38).  

In the next pages I will detail the main “integration tools” emerged from fieldwork. Also, I will 

show that “hard” and “soft” elements sometimes blend together, supporting Honneth’s 

conception of material conditions and claims as filled with recognition needs. Indeed, some 

excerpts from fieldwork can illustrate that, beyond physical survival, some functional aspects 

of existence are connected to people’s most profound being and involve and influence the 

domain of individuals’ development and well-being as subjects, other than bodies.  
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5.1.1 Functional elements 

Proposing a conceptual framework for analysing integration of foreigners based on existing 

literature, Ager and Strang give particular importance to “markers and means: key areas of 

activity in the public arena widely suggested as indicative of successful integration” (Ager and 

Strang, 2008: 169). Their detailed list of indicators groups those that are widely defined by 

scholars as “practical or functional aspects of integration” (Castles at al., 2002: 124), such as 

access to employment, housing, education and health. Among them, three elements have 

emerged more frequently than others from asylum seekers and refugees’ accounts: the 

administrative regularisation through the obtention of protection and papers, the chance of 

finding an occupation and, finally, language as a tool for understanding and being understood.  

5.1.1.1 Papers 

Receiving a positive answer to their asylum requests has been identified by most interviewees 

as the first and fundamental step for concretely starting a process of integration. Actually, the 

issue has not been framed in terms of a current need for particular and careful protection. Rather, 

it entails for them the end of the huge precariousness of the 6 months permit of stay granted 

during asylum procedures. Indeed, the obtention of a more stable document is identified as a 

fundamental aspect for many different reasons, without which every other achievement and 

experience would lack of sense:  

“If I have my documents that means I have permission to stay here and all I have been 

doing in the past two years will not be thrown into the bean just like that. I am happy 

with all I have done but the issue of documents will give a sense to everything” (Grace, 

Interview 28).  

The wait for a final answer to their requests and, hopefully, the obtention of an at least middle-

term permit of stay is experienced with anxiety, as a sort of limbo during which is difficult to 

value any other achievement or opportunity as positive and useful over and above the final 

decision of Italian institutions. Indeed, some interviewees have witnessed a feeling of alienation 

that prevents them from considering in-between opportunities as an increase of their own bank 

of experiences. In their view, all their “integration efforts” would be useless and wasted energy 

without documents:  
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“What really tires us is the issue of documents. This is why we are often like absent-

minded. Because even if you have the right to work, what’s it all come to in the end if 

you don’t have documents? And even school, what is it useful to if finally you don’t 

obtain your papers, what would Italian be useful to?  

Me: Well, to learn new things, new languages is anyway a good thing, isn’t it? You will 

have an additional resource, even if maybe you won’t use it here. 

It is pointless to learn it just to know something new, Italian is useless outside Italy. Why 

should I do all these things if finally I will be obliged to go away because they don’t 

give me papers?” (Mamoun, Interview 8). 

Hence, the wait is lived with anxiety and obsessive concentration to the extent that it sometimes 

immobilises asylum seekers and refugees. According to them, it is a wait the makes their 

existence precarious and that makes them troubled to the point of not being able to sleep well, 

as per account of Salim:  

“Papers are the most difficult thing I am experiencing, and it is giving me sleepless 

nights” (Salim, Interview 17). 

The obtention of papers thus means for asylum seekers and refugees the opportunity to finally 

break the inactivity within which they feel to be stuck, to stop waiting and having the 

opportunity to actually try their chances and to live freely their lives: 

“If I had a long-term permit, I would travel a lot to know new things and places and 

people. I am sure that there are lot of opportunities waiting for me, but the issue of 

documents is stucking me” (Aboubekr, Interview 10). 

Actually, the wish of obtaining documents in order to end with one’s own immobility is so 

pervasive that it pushes to ask for asylum even those people that, because of a less precarious 

arrival and initial life conditions, hadn’t thought of this possibility for some time: 

“I asked for protection just after some years from my arrival. Finally, there is no other 

way.  

Me: To do what? Why have you finally decided to ask for asylum?  
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It was mainly for my kids; they need a more stable life. And also, I was so tired of 

being…bloqueada (stuck). I would like to travel and to see things, and I cannot move 

right now. And I don’t have any rights at work, but I cannot change it…I cannot keep 

living like this, I need to break free” (Esperanza, Interview 19).  

Indeed, papers are widely imagined as a turning point in asylum seekers’ existence, from where 

to start planning and building an autonomous “ordinary” life: 

“I need the permit of stay, as everyone else, to have a health card, to legally work, to 

open a bank account, to buy a transport card…All I want is to be healthy and to carry on 

with my studies…but I need papers for this. It is normal for a person to have papers, I 

want to have them too” (Fadel, Interview 21).  

The desire of living a normal life, of being as everyone else fills asylum seekers and refugees’ 

accounts with a strongly felt wish of contributing to the functioning of their host country. In 

this regard, the formal recognition of their presence through the granting of papers is considered 

as a fundamental condition to their active participation to the well-being of the country, without 

which they would tend by force of circumstances towards illegality and criminality:   

“We want to develop Italian society, to give our contribute to it. This is what we are 

trying to do with the association, to try ourselves here and to work as hard as we can to 

demonstrate that we want to enrich this country. But they must give us documents, 

otherwise everything will be useless. We cannot do all that we are able to do until when 

we won’t have documents. I don’t say that everyone should have documents, there are 

also migrants that want to ruin this country, but those who are showing their engagement, 

they should have the opportunity to stay. And also, even those that maybe do wrong 

things…there are who are bad guys, but many of them… if I don't have documents and 

they catch me, they put me in a camp, I stay there for 6 months, and then they leave me 

in the street without documents, with no food, no shelter, nothing…at some point I will 

be hungry, and I will not have a choice, I will put my hand where I would have never 

put it, you know? Look at EDI (another association member), they withdrew his 

document for more than one year before he could have it back…if his heart was not 

strong enough, if he hadn’t the association, what could he do?” (Fouad, Interview 14). 
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Such a strive for normality and for contributing to the societal common good through ordinary 

actions compliant with what is socially and publicly requested to them is precisely at the heart 

of the dilemma that civil organisations must try to solve when dealing with asylum seekers and 

refugees. Indeed, the previous quotes show that the latter’ perspective about their chances of 

recovering their well-being and autonomy going through multi-dimensional integration 

processes is quite modest and pragmatic compared to many civil organisations’ and it does not 

seem to include, at least initially, a claiming thrust aiming at transforming the existing social 

system.  

Finally, asylum seekers and refugees’ accounts about the importance of obtaining papers have 

also illustrated the symbolic meaning attached to their possession, so poignantly argued by Axel 

Honneth in one of his masterpieces about social recognition: “rights give rise to the form of 

consciousness in which one is able to respect oneself because one deserves the respect of 

everyone else” (Honneth, 1995: 118). Indeed, some excerpts from fieldwork witness asylum 

seekers and refugees’ profound conviction that the formal recognition of their presence and 

legitimacy that the obtention of papers would finally grant to them represents the milestone 

from which to (re)start being themselves, to feel legitimate to show themselves with no fear and 

to freely speak, hence to act autonomously:  

“I am keeping quiet now. But from the moment in which I will have my documents, 

Italy will know my name. I know that I can do something important for this country, 

And I want to. Everyone will hear my voice. There are so many people that think that 

we came simply for i-phones and things like this…I am sorry men, you are wrong. They 

think like this because they don’t take the time to sit with us and to know what we 

experienced, who we are. They don’t understand. They look down at you, they judge the 

way in which you are dressed and they think to have truth in their pockets…When I will 

have my documents, I could finally speak, because they will be finally ready to listen. I 

will say to them that they don’t know anything. You know, I cannot go and dig through 

garbage to find some clothes, I cannot go to work dressed in rags. People don’t 

understand that we need to have some respect for ourselves…I will raise my voice, I am 

just waiting for my papers so that they will listen” (Sidqi, Interview 9).  
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Hence, the formal regularisation of their administrative status plays a fundamental role for 

asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes according to their subjective perspectives. 

Indeed, it is experienced both in its functional aspect, namely as the key to have access to other 

fundamental rights and services, and in its important symbolic nuance. Every effort and choice 

made during the waiting period from the request of protection to the answer seem thus to be 

tended towards increasing their chances of obtaining papers. In fact, despite the feeling of 

immobility that characterises that timeframe, asylum seekers have witnessed to be in search for 

other “integrative indicators”, which could flesh out their asylum file, convincing the 

responsible institutions about their willingness to integrate and to be proactive and independent 

members of society, finally granting papers to them.  

5.1.1.2 Work 

Employment is certainly experienced as an essential piece of the integration puzzle. As in the 

case of papers, its importance refers to different aspects of asylum seekers and refugees’ 

existence.  

For sure, the economic and occupational crisis that has been involving the Italian society since 

at least a decade is identified by civil organisations’ members as the main cause of the 

precarization and fragilization of asylum seekers and refugees, among others: 

“The most striking evolution that I could notice working with foreigners is due to 

economic crisis. The increased difficulty in finding a job makes them weaker and 

increases the possibility that they get into trouble from a legal point of view, endangering 

in turn the obtention of papers. The two things are deeply linked.  

There are so many actors that deal with the issue of work locally. Interim and not interim 

agencies that try to orient people towards occupational opportunities, our “listening 

centres”, which are more and more urged by demands for labour and try to cope with 

them the best they can. I could tell you about the ACLI, or about the working counter in 

Via Bonifava. There is TODO CAMBIA and ARCI…every actor dealing with migrants 

has its own small counter focused on work, providing information tools or more or less 

efficient orientation services. Finally, though, the truth is that these days no one can find 

a job, but really no one. Not even Italians, so when it comes to asylum seekers…Other 
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than having the right personal tangles, no one can find a job. There are small paths that 

start from professional trainings and finish with internships and then eventually a 

recruitment, but it’s about specific and limited paths, built on previously existing 

partnerships with enterprises. Otherwise, these days no one can find a job, and this is the 

biggest problem of asylum seekers and refugees, among others” (P.D., S.A.I., Interview 37). 

The reflection delivered by the responsible of the S.A.I. illustrates some important elements. 

On one side, it puts forward the existing intertwining between different functional indicators of 

integration. In this sense, to be legally occupied may help the obtention of papers, as well as 

being documented is imperative in order to be legally hired. This intertwining can sometimes 

cause a vicious circle within which asylum seekers and refugees endlessly run-around. 

Furthermore, the interviewee implicitly refers to a problematic aspect of civil society’s 

intervention in support to asylum seekers and refugees. Indeed, the argument about the 

existence of as many job counters as are civil organisations sheds light on the chaotic overlap 

of similar services, few of which are actually able to provide concrete opportunities to asylum 

seekers and refugees. In this sense, the issue recalls also what said about the lack of professional 

competences of many civil organisations. Indeed, the strong political and humanitarian vocation 

that pushes them to support asylum seekers and refugees not for profit and mostly based on 

volunteering and/or activism risks in some cases to overlook the importance of equipping 

themselves with professional figures whose competences, experience, legitimacy and contacts 

could actually open up concrete chances for asylum seekers and refugees’ job placement. The 

latter would not necessarily mean to completely overturn one’s own nature in order to become 

a structured and regulated service, but to carry on doing what they already do, though increasing 

the efficiency of their intervention. Of course, this could actually represent in their view a shift 

towards a pacified and uncritical substitution of public services and institutions as well as a 

compliant covering up of their deficiencies, which they do not want to give up to.  

Beyond these considerations, the subject of employment has regularly emerged from asylum 

seekers and refugees’ accounts in many different nuances. On one side, it is certainly and firstly 

recognized as the essential mean to survival: 
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“When I entered Italy, my first and only though was how to find a job. Because I know 

that if I don’t work, my life will end. So, this was my only thought, how to get a job. 

And now some years have passed, and, even if I don’t know everything, I got used to 

this place and I feel like I could develop my life here. I just have to find a job, it is 

mandatory to live” (Aslam, Interview 13). 

Indeed, among all the difficulties experienced in Italy, the lack of employment is often 

recognised as what tips the balance towards staying or leaving:  

“Italy is a place to stay, there are chances to live peacefully. Of course, if you have your 

job. In fact, the downside of Italy is that there is no job. Otherwise, everything would be 

fine. People struggle, protest and finally leave because they are hungry” (Jelani, Interview 

1).  

In addition to the survival aspects of being employed, many interviewees have pointed to work 

as the main instrument to gain their freedom, thanks both to economic independence and to the 

increased chances of obtaining papers:  

“I am still not 100% free. If I was 100%, I would have the chance of choosing where to 

live. Since I’ve come, someone else has told me where to live, and I hadn’t the possibility 

to say no. So, I still don’t have my 100% freedom.  

Me: What are you missing to be free? 

Work. When I’ll find a job, I will finally live alone, do my things as I want to, 100% 

Me: So, is it work that would make you free? 

Of course, it would let me live my life as I want to live it every day” (Mourid, Interview 7).  

Indeed, the conception of job as an integrative tool and as a note of credit valued by public 

institutions when it comes to grant protection or not is abundantly present in asylum seekers 

and refugees’ discourses. The latter have in fact learned from the experience of others that the 

more proofs of functional integration one is able to provide to Courts, the more there is 

possibility of obtaining papers in the shape of a humanitarian protection: 
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“Today we met for an important associative assembly about the possibility of starting to 

give an entrepreneurial shape to our informal working activity. The subject is not an 

easy one, considering that a third of the association, mainly its Italian component, 

founded and/or joined the group on the basis of a radical and conflictual ideology that 

considers capitalism and neo-liberalism as two of the greatest harms and faults of 

humanity. Indeed, from the start there are some doubts around concepts: B. states that 

she agrees with the imagined development of the project, but she would feel more at 

ease speaking of self-management instead of entrepreneurship. The use of a word so 

close to the neoliberal ideology works strongly on her. D. shares her concerns and 

underlines the importance for him to maintain the associative focus on solidarity: how 

to build solidary initiatives open to as many people as possible and, at the same time, 

support an entrepreneurial path of a limited group of members? Sidqi thus takes the floor 

and gives voice to the unspoken worries of all other migrant members. Indeed, he returns 

to the debate a pragmatic vein as he speaks of the fundamental importance of 

regularising the associative working activity for supporting their chances of settle: “We 

need regular contracts to give to our lawyers because right now it doesn’t really matter 

where you come from or what you experienced. They give you documents if you can 

prove to have a job. To work gives you more chances with Courts, because it means that 

you are integrating. If I speak well and I am working, I could have a positive decision”” 

(Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, July 2018).  

Actually, the situation changed at the end of 2018 with the erasing of humanitarian protection 

implemented by the already mentioned Decreti Sicurezza. In fact, that was the privileged 

window through which institutions could play and shuffle the cards in order to grant documents 

even in the presumed absence of concrete elements of danger for the asylum claimant. Precisely 

in this sense, the president of Anolf has often insisted about the importance of claiming work 

as the indicator on which to consider the possibility to regularise asylum seekers’ administrative 

conditions outside of the borders of asylum policies: 

“We all agree about the importance of claiming the recognition of work as an instrument, 

a vehicle of integration, regardless of the veracity and credibility of asylum seekers’ 
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experiences or of the evaluation on the part of the Commission. We claim that 

employment should be considered as a positive element according to which granting 

papers” (M.B., Interview 42). 

Freedom through employment is not just a matter of “living life in one’s own way”. It has also 

to do with intimate self-relations that recall once again liberal conceptions of autonomy 

according to the previously presented scientific literature, which, criticising it, underlines the 

intense activity of and widely shared perspective that “being at work is not just a mean for 

income, but is seen as of intrinsic importance to an individual’s well-being, and thus to be 

pursued for its own sake” (Joppke, 2007: 17) standing at the basis of current international 

models of integration such as “civic integration” . Likewise, many interviewees illustrated the 

symbolic content of work by arguing that it represents an essential piece of one’s identity. 

According to them, in its absence, the capacity for self-knowledge, recognized by scholars as 

part of individuals’ agentic capacities, is endangered and, in turn, the chance of relating to others 

in a dignified way: 

“There are many opportunities in life, but if you don’t know yourself you cannot catch 

them. The most important thing that the Italian government could do for migrants is to 

create job and employment, because without it, one loses himself. We are not fool, but 

you make somebody to think abnormal if he cannot give sense to his life by means of 

being useful through work. How can I discuss with somebody if I don't even know 

myself? I cannot. And so, I isolate myself and I worsen even more my psychological 

state…” (Fred, Interview 4).  

We are thus face to the experience of a sort of Durkheimian anomie according to which asylum 

seekers and refugees tend to feel disconnected from society because of the difficulty to play a 

significant role within it by means of an occupation. This felt disconnection transforms rapidly 

into a more intimate disconnection from oneself, into the feeling of “not knowing oneself” 

which, in turn, contributes in feeding the disconnection from society even more. Hence, such 

subjective accounts confirm Honneth’s argument about the importance of labour market for 

developing and maintaining positive relations to the self through the already mentioned 

“principle of achievement” (Honneth in Cox, 2009: 103). Indeed, according to it, work would 
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represent “the primary source of public respect and prestige” (Ong, 2005: 59). Likewise, 

Sennett has highlighted the de-structuring consequences of “flexible capitalism” on people’s 

subjectivities, starting from the conviction that work provides a sense of identity and security 

(Sennett, 1998). 

Finally, for asylum seekers and refugees being occupied represents a way to avoid passivity. In 

this regard, I will show in the second paragraph of this chapter that inoccupation frequently 

plunges them into a fragile psychological state due to the intense activity of complicated 

reflective labyrinths where worries about their loved ones back at home, traumas accumulated 

during their migratory paths, current life conditions and concerns about an unknown future 

blend together making them feel confused, overloaded and disoriented. Hence, work is 

considered as a way to distract themselves and to stop thinking for some moments: 

“For me it is important to work, no matter what kind of work, but working. I mean, to 

do something to fill my time, to not use it to continuously cry and think. When I am at 

work I can forget, I can relax” (Kande, Interview 30). 

Because of the largely evidenced importance of work for asylum seekers and refugees, the latter 

used to value positively those initiatives providing the concrete opportunity of a job placement:   

“What I really loved most of these two years in Italy is what we did with Cisl. It really 

helped me. Initially I was thinking it was not for me, but now I am happy because after 

the training they gave me a tirocinio (internship) for 6 months, and I was able to 

complete it on the 25th of this month, November, and now I have a 3 years contract, so 

I am really happy about it” (Grace, Interview 28).  

Nonetheless, work is not the solely aspect to influence asylum seekers and refugees’ experience 

in Italy. On the contrary, in some cases it may become an obstacle to the acquisition of 

additional integration tools, as per account of Tareq, who decided to quit a job as fruit-picker 

because it absorbed the entirety of his time and energy, hindering the possibility of 

accumulating diverse experiences and to understand the best way to find his place in Italy: 

“When I got my papers, I had to leave the reception centre. Almost immediately I met a 

Malian guy at the Stazione Centrale. He told me that he was going to Turin to work in 
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the fields for 50/60 euros per day, for picking apples and peaches, fruits…I went with 

him and I stayed some months. But that job didn’t let me meet new people, go to school, 

speak the language. It was not good. I couldn’t speak with Italian people and learn how 

they live. I was always in the fields, sleep, eat and work. I thought it was not good for 

me, I need time to look around, to do other than working, to search for integrazione 

(integration)” (Tareq, Interview 24).  

In this sense, the concept of “decent work” introduced by the United Nations Organisation in 

1999 and institutionalised in 2008 is particularly adequate to account for the plural nature of 

work, which is certainly the primary source of livelihood, but should not obscure and mortify 

other dimensions of human existence. Undoubtedly, it represents a central element of asylum 

seekers and refugees’ lives in Italy and it should be analysed according to its multi-faceted 

nature. Indeed, its importance goes far beyond its survival function and touches at intimate and 

symbolic aspects of individuals’ existence, including feelings of self-respect and value, to the 

extent of allowing bothering classical sociological key concepts as Durkheimian societal 

integration. At the same time, the last quote presented discloses a significant slice of reality of 

asylum seekers and refugees’ working experiences in Italy. In fact, the combination between 

the racialised and often informal organisation of the Italian labour market and the demonstrated 

strive of asylum seekers and refugees for any kind of occupation often pushes them towards job 

positions with high degrees of exploitation and poor working conditions that, contrary to what 

expected from ideal conceptions of employment, may hinder the development of positive 

integration paths. In such cases, asylum seekers and refugees are called to establish a personal 

scale of priorities according to their subjective possibilities and projects. In this sense, I will 

show after that the chance of enjoying and feeling part of a respectful and caring relational 

context may allow asylum seekers and refugees to free themselves from the obligation of 

fulfilling survival needs, increasing the chances of experiencing some integration processes 

actually aimed at the possibility of living decently and according to one’s own ideals, wishes 

and competences.   
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5.1.1.3 Language and information 

The third aspect emerged from fieldwork as significantly valued by both asylum seekers and 

refugees and civil organisations’ members within the spectrum of functional integration factors 

is represented by the knowledge of the host country’s language. As already said for papers and 

work, this last aspect is also more articulated than it may seem. Indeed, beyond being a 

fundamental tool of communication through which to understand and being understood, I will 

show that it is also intimately linked to the manipulation of information, which Foucault taught 

us to be an extremely important form of power as “to communicate is always a way to act upon 

the Other” (Foucault, 2001: 1052). In this sense, who communicates, what and to whom have 

a significant impact of the balance of power within interpersonal relations, influencing thus also 

the capacity of people of reacting to disadvantaged power positioning.  

For sure, the knowledge of Italian has been recognised by the almost entirety of persons met on 

the field as a basic tool for integration, as per account of Charif, representative of the widely 

agreement on the issue: 

“It is said that language is the hummus of integration. When I arrived, one of the first 

things that I asked was the possibility to go to school to study Italian. And then, when I 

was finally hosted at Casa della Carità, its responsible told me: ‘The only thing that I 

want to tell you for the moment is to learn our language. If you learn it, then you can 

find some opportunities, and we will be able to help you’. His words were important to 

me and I actually understood their truthfulness when I have started to speak Italian. In 

fact, I could start to make significant connections with people, and I could find my first 

job. It was not because I was better than others, but because I knew Italian, I could 

understand what other people said and asked to me” (Charif, Interview 29).  

The importance of linguistic competences emerged also through the concrete experiences of 

asylum seekers and refugees as a factor favouring a gradual progression towards autonomy. As 

an example, Fouad witnessed that the fact of him knowing Italian pushed the manager of his 

first reception centre to propose to him to participate to a project of semi-autonomy inside small 

apartments:  
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“I was living at Alba in a collective reception centre. After 8 months there, the manager 

told me: ‘as you speak quite well now, I will transfer you into an apartment for three 

people’. We were all from Ivory Coast. Once there, I decided to carry on with school. 

The others were working even if they couldn’t understand well, but I decided not to look 

for a job until I could easily speak, because to communicate you need the language” 

(Fouad, Interview 14). 

Likewise, Aslam has once stated that “if you understand Italian, even if you are “chocolate”, 

you start working when you are still on the sea”. To support his argument, he told me about a 

friend of his in Genova who was having great job opportunities thanks to his linguistic 

competences: 

“I have a friend in Genova, he went to school in Guinea, he finished high school. He had 

to go to university, but then he had to leave. He went to school here and after a couple 

of months he could talk. Well, he has a good brain. He found a job in an enterprise that 

does advertising…you see? Someone that doesn’t know the language, how could he find 

a job like that?” (Aslam, Interview 13).  

Although fundamental for progressing and for autonomously relating to the Italian society, 

language learning is anyway subordinated to needs linked to survival and physical security. 

Indeed, the following excerpt illustrates that a hierarchy among needs actually exists, as argued 

by Maslow almost 70 years ago: 

“Two Somali women are accompanied by a man that they met in the waiting room and 

that offered to help them translating the meeting because they don’t speak Italian at all. 

The meeting is charged with emotion and tension, and L.C. cannot finally help the two 

women. At the end, before to dismiss them, L.C. comments that it would be useful for 

them to start speaking Italian a little bit. The translator answers telling that ‘when you 

don’t have a place to sleep or a hot meal to eat, you don’t even think about learning a 

new language” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., March 2018).  

Nevertheless, the issue of the knowledge of the language does not lose its centrality when it 

comes to recovering one’s own autonomy and searching for emancipation from exogenous 

directions. Indeed, fieldwork has shown that linguistic ignorance complicates further the 



301 
 

comprehension of already complex information and, in turn, the individual taking over of one’s 

own situation. Actually, the difficulty of non-understanding is sometimes almost somatised by 

asylum seekers and refugees, who look like lost and absent until they reveal their actual 

character and intentions whenever something solves the linguistic obstacle which handicaps 

them: 

“Today at the Naga-Har I have started to reflect about the issue of the linguistic gap as 

a fundamental element of potential weakening of asylum seekers and refugees’ 

autonomy. Their difficulty seems to reflect on their physical posture. A Senegalese man 

comes to the sportello showing an expulsion order that he received after going to 

Questura for asking for asylum. He doesn’t speak Italian, and French just partially. He 

is accompanied by another man who can speak French a little more. They both sit down 

with stooped shoulders in front of the volunteer and me. They look at us, but they seem 

lost. They nod but I am not sure that they are understanding what the volunteer is saying. 

It is the same feeling that I experience at Mshikamano sometimes, that of not being sure 

to know if information passed correctly, despite the nodding of my interlocutors. The 

situation completely changes when a Senegalese volunteer intervenes in Wolof and 

explains to them what the guy should do. Suddenly, the asylum seeker’s physicality and 

gaze change, his eyes light up, he straightens his back and he starts to speak passionately 

and gesturing” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, February 2018).    

The subject of linguistic competences is hence intimately linked with the issue of the 

comprehension, manipulation and vehiculation of information, revealing the existence of 

differentiated power balances according to the linguistic situation of each individual. The 

intuitions and analysis proposed by Foucault about knowledge as influencing power balances 

are in this case particularly relevant: “power and knowledge directly imply one another; there’s 

no power relation without consequential constitution of a field of knowledge; nor knowledge 

that does not involve and constitute at the same time some power relations” (Foucault, 2015: 

288). Indeed, the lack of linguistic competences frequently produces an information deficit that 

weakens asylum seekers and refugees’ autonomy competencies, plunging them in a position of 



302 
 

subordination compared to any other actor of the asylum conflicting governance, even 

concerning their own situations and choices to be made:  

“A Malian man has come today with an expulsion order and a letter from his lawyer 

who asks to the Naga-Har to write a certified e-mail to the Questura, illustrating that his 

client intends to ask for asylum, that he is supported by the Naga-Har and that it 

represents a fundamental right provided for in the Constitution. In his letter, the lawyer 

explains to the volunteers of the Naga-Har that this is the only way for him to be able of 

opening an appeal if the Questura will refute his client’s request. The volunteer writes 

the e-mail and she gives a copy to the Malian man. She tells him to go back to Questura 

in a couple of days and to ask for asylum again. He is confused and scared to go back to 

the Questura. He tries to ask to the volunteer what is happening, but he struggles to be 

understood. He doesn’t speak Italian, nor English, and the volunteer doesn’t speak 

French. The volunteer just tells: ‘Do as I am saying and don’t worry. Just trust me. In 

case you have problems with the Questura, give them this letter and come back here’. 

In this interlocution, some actions are suggested to the asylum seeker, who actually is 

the person directly concerned with the protection request, with no explanation about the 

content and the meaning of such actions. Meaningful information is held by the lawyer, 

who relates directly to the Naga-Har, which, in turn, relates directly to the Questura. 

The asylum seeker is bypassed, as if everyone was previously certain that he could not 

understand and, thus, act autonomously. He is excluded from the information exchange, 

he seems to play the role of a message relayer, without having any leverage on the 

production, vehiculation and explication of information. Consequently, he is actually 

not on top of his own situation. No comprehensible information is provided to him that 

could trigger a learning process allowing him, in the future, to act and react more 

autonomously. The issue of information as a power instrument thus emerges, being 

intimately linked with the linguistic gap involving many asylum seekers and refugees: 

Who has access to information? Who is legitimate to receive it and to transmit it? My 

reflection of the subject sharpens when, some minutes after, I am provided with the 

password to access the entire data stored in the Naga-Har archives, without anyone really 

knowing me or having met me before” (Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, January 2018).   
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Hence, the lack of linguistic understanding plays a role in the constitution of power relations 

between asylum seekers and refugees, public institutions and civil supporters. This occurs in 

particular because of the consequent information deficit that it produces. Nonetheless, I feel as 

to argue that the issue of the ways in which information is communicated (or non-

communicated) should not be reduced to idiomatic questions. Indeed, the observation of 

different relational “styles” mobilised by civil organisations’ members to communicate some 

legal and procedural information to asylum seekers and refugees allowed me to remark that the 

provision (or non-provision) of the right informative tools to understand, interpret and act upon 

one’s own situation is also influenced by an element of intentionality. Again, Foucault wrote 

that “communicative relations that transmit an information through a language, a system of 

signs or any other symbolic medium (…) elicit some power effects for the mere fact of 

modifying interlocutors’ information fields” (Foucault, 2001: 1053). In this sense, beyond 

linguistic issues, the chance for asylum seekers and refugees to access the right information 

and, through it, to acquire additional interpretative resources to increase their capacity to act 

autonomously vis-à-vis their life conditions is also influenced by the intentions guiding the 

communicator. In short, and net of the understandable and already mentioned issues of requests’ 

overloading, rush and structural limits, if my intention is to make information readable enough 

for my interlocutor to actually understand it and to have the opportunity to independently use 

it, I will find the way to do it regardless of our linguistic gap. Along these lines, the following 

excerpt from fieldwork seems to me to well illustrate my point, as the person involved explained 

to me her attempt of providing clear and detailed information so to allow asylum seekers and 

refugees to consciously act and to make considered and informed decisions:  

“This morning I am assisting E.C. at the S.A.I. She welcomes me warmly, as always. 

Almost immediately, Mohammed, a Guinean man that she is legally advising, calls her 

office to inform her that he is going to the Questura. E.C. takes all the time needed to 

explain to him clearly what could happen at the Questura and how she thinks he should 

behave. She speaks to him gently and with professionalism, leading him through the 

understanding of what he could experience. To conclude, she asks him: “Do you want 

me to call Oriana to explain to her?”. “No”, he answers, “You have already explained to 

me, there’s no need”. When she hangs up the phone, she speaks to me reflecting about 
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the great responsibility of giving information and suggestions about what to do: “You 

know, we know things that they probably don’t know, so we suggest them about what 

to do, or we give them direct indications about what it is better to do. But finally, it is 

their life, so you have to be very clear and, at the same time, very careful whenever you 

suggest something” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., March 2018).  

To resume, language and information have emerged as two different but intertwined factors 

influencing asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes. Indeed, while being 

subordinated to primary survival needs, the knowledge of the language has showed to play an 

important role both concerning the opening up of concrete opportunities of advancement and 

improving of their life conditions and relating to their ability of having leverage on power 

relations with their interlocutors. In fact, I have illustrated that the lack of linguistic 

competences contributes in producing an information deficit, which complicates the acquisition 

of additional resources for recovering autonomy and control over their own lives. Finally, I 

found it important to underline that the issue of the possession and mobilisation of information 

is not completely determined by idiomatic questions. Indeed, civil organisations’ members 

could be able of providing asylum seekers and refugees with direct, easily readable and 

comprehensive information whenever their guiding motives were to increase the latter’s 

autonomy competences and integration chances, regardless of the existence of a linguistic gap.  

As showed, papers, employment, language and information are the main factors that were 

identified by civil organisations’ members as well as by asylum seekers and refugees as 

fundamental functional aspects of the development of the latter’s integration processes. For 

sure, they are not exhaustive of the whole set of elements composing those very paths. Indeed, 

other components complete the picture of asylum seekers and refugees’ experiences in Italy. 

Among them, the fact of acquiring the ability to orientate themselves on the territory through 

the possibility of getting around the city safely has emerged during Mshikamano’s assemblies 

as an arena of battle to stress for the sake of being able to interpret the place where one lives. 

In addition, some interviewees claimed the importance of accumulating as many diverse 

experiences as possible to increase one’s own cultural capital and mobilise it to imagine some 

strategies to settle. Finally, but certainly not least, the issue of housing has always been on the 
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background. The reason why I cannot dedicate an entire paragraph to it has to do with the actual 

housing conditions of the interviewees at the moment in which I was carrying on fieldwork. 

Indeed, many of them were still hosted by reception centres and were postponing the question 

for when reception would end. Nonetheless, I can witness off the records that it represents one 

of the most serious criticalities for asylum seekers and refugees. In fact, because I have been 

keeping contacts with some of the interviewees after fieldwork, I could monitor the 

development of their situations noticing that the problem of housing explodes immediately after 

reception. Indeed, the combination of their frequently precarious and intermittent working 

situations with a private audience of landlords often influenced by racist and racialised 

representations about asylum seekers and refugees makes it extremely difficult for the latter to 

find dignified and stable housing solutions outside reception centres. To this is added a sort of 

inertia on their part, which ensures that they start to reflect about the issue just when the problem 

arises concretely: 

“It is a warm afternoon in the end of September, and I am relaxing with some 

Mshikamano’s members in the yard of Ri-Make. We chat about this and that and they 

tell me about how they feel at the moment. Aslam confides to me that he feels good in 

the new reception centre. “Compared to Bresso, it is paradise”, he says. It occurs to me 

that he has been hosted in the Sprar since some months now and we have never talked 

about the time when reception will end. “How much time you can still stay there?”, I 

ask to him. “I think beginning of December I have to go”. “Have you started thinking 

about where to go after?”. “No”. “Aslam, you cannot wait until the last day of reception, 

it is not something that you solve in 5 minutes. Look at Mamedouh, he has been living 

at Silvia’s place since months because he cannot find a room to rent. You risk ending up 

in the street if you don’t hurry up a bit”. “You are right, it would be a problem to sleep 

in the street”. “Ok, so maybe you have to anticipate the problem, don’t you think?” 

“Yes”” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, September 2018).  

In this regard, I will show in the next paragraph that, among others, asylum seekers and 

refugees’ frequent incapacity of thinking long-term represents a significant obstacle to their 

inclusion. At the same time, in the absence of an independent housing solution, many asylum 
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seekers and refugees pour into private and public dorms, such as the Rifugio of the S.A.I., whose 

waiting lists are rapidly filled jamming up even non institutional mechanisms of reception. 

Finally, in some cases asylum seekers and refugees have shown to prefer housing precarity 

rather than accepting internal regulations that could hinder their personal trajectories: 

“Me: How is it that you are living in the street? 

Well, it’s on purpose. I can go and ask for a place in a dorm whenever I want, but for 

now I rather prefer to sleep in the street, it is not so cold yet. You know, what I want is 

to find a home for me, I don’t want to live in a dorm anymore, too bad conditions. To 

have a home, I need a job. So, I am doing some researches in this sense before to go to 

ask a place in a dorm. Because if I find a job and my boss calls to go and work, I can 

leave immediately. But if I am in a dorm, I got to go out by their rules…It already 

happened to me. I was living in a dorm since 15 days. One day a person in Rosarno 

called me because he needed me to work. I told to the manager that I needed to leave for 

a couple of weeks to go working, that I would have come back once finished. They told 

me that they couldn’t save my place, too many people needed a place to stay. I had to 

choose, I chose to go working. So, now I am waiting to see if I find an occupation before 

to go in a dorm. I am freer to move like this” (Kamil, Interview 3).  

To conclude, to have a roof overhead, a meal every day, some documents to prove your 

legitimacy to stay and to open up stabilising opportunities, a job to fill your time and to take 

economically charge of yourself and the linguistic and informative tools to be able to 

communicate and understand the social reality around you, have certainly emerged from 

fieldwork as fundamental elements functional to asylum seekers and refugees’ integration 

processes. Nonetheless, I have also underlined that each of these elements is additionally filled 

with symbolic meanings that have to do more with the sphere of social recognition of one’s 

own individuality rather than with primary existential functions. Hence, hereafter I will detail 

further the subject of the recognitional elements of integration for how they emerged from 

fieldwork. 
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5.1.2 Recognitional elements 

As mentioned, the functional aspects of integration above listed represent a fundamental basis 

on which to develop integration processes towards autonomy. Nonetheless, many interviewees 

witnessed to experience them as mere survival tools if they are not complemented by the chance 

of having an intimate reflective consciousness of oneself and of feeling socially and relationally 

visible and legitimate.  

Speaking about work, I have already touched upon the subject of wanting to contribute in order 

to experience oneself as “ordinary” people rather than needy aliens. The latter is intimately 

linked to the need of feeling recognised as valuable individuals by the social environment 

surrounding them: 

“If you keep me in your house, you cloth me, you feed me, if I need money you give 

me, I am not useful to you, am I? I need to contribute, to do something, as a human” 

(Fred, Interview 4).  

The issue of giving a contribution according to one’s actual possibilities is abundantly present 

in asylum seekers and refugees’ discourses. Indeed, they have sometimes and surprisingly 

claimed to look for even more humble job opportunities than those provided by civil 

organisations if the latter didn’t fit their own competences, making them feel useless, as per 

account of Kande:  

“I want to become important in my eyes and for this country. I have to start from the 

basis, from simply but independently earn a living. If I work and I pay what is due, then 

I can feel important. This is why I don’t like the job that they proposed me at the Cisl. It 

has to do with Italian fiscality, it is complex even for natives. I have asked to find me 

something where I can be actually useful, even in a kitchen, it doesn’t matter, but 

something where I feel to be doing something” (Fieldnotes, Labour-Int, April 2018).  

Likewise, while arguing of being ready “to do anything for the country that rescued him”, 

Amjad underlined that that “anything” is anyway submitted to the need of feeling valued: “Yes, 

I am willing to do anything for Italy, but not...you understand? Not something that uses me, and 

that use doesn't value me” (Amjad, Interview 11).  
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The same need proved to influence in some cases some asylum seekers and refugees’ intentions 

to go back home at some point rather than definitively settle in Italy. In this sense, Angelica 

witnessed the lucid consciousness that the Italian educational and labour systems will hardly 

allow her to put to good use her professional and intellective competences, as she will be 

probably always bound to specific working sectors as the one of care. For this reason, she looks 

forward to the moment in which she will be allowed to go back to Venezuela to see her 

competencies recognized:  

“Italy is beautiful, you work well, you eat well, beaches are gorgeous. Nevertheless, I 

must tell you that whenever my telephone will ring and they will tell me that the era of 

Maduro and his group is finished, I will go back home in a hurry. Because I think…I 

think that I can be more useful in my country. I have to help reconstituting the ruins that 

they have been producing. I have physical strength to work, but I also have an acute 

mind. In my country, I could use both, while here, they need just my body, can you 

understand?” (Angelica, Interview 20).  

The subjects of the lack of recognition of one’s own individuality and value and of each specific 

subjectivity have emerged in a striking emotional way during the focus-group conducted by 

one of my thesis supervisors with Mshikamano’s associative members. At that juncture, many 

of them expressed the feeling of “living without existing” because of the experienced social 

invisibility as peculiar and unique human beings:  

“Sidqi: I’ve come to Italy because I thought that here I could have more opportunities to 

live well, and it is maybe true. Because I was risking dying at home. But today here…I 

live, yes, but it is not enough to live, you need to exist too. Here, I live, but I don’t exist. 

Sometimes, I think that it was better to stay there and to face death rather than coming 

here to not exist.  

A.M.: What do you mean with « I don’t exist »? 

Sidqi: Well, they don’t see me for who I am.  

Salim: You are there as if you weren’t there. There’s an African poem that says: 

Sometimes, the absence of a person is worth more than his presence. Like today for 
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example, I am here with you and I could be silent. So, it was as if I was not here. I come 

here, I sit down, I say nothing and then I go. My absence weighs more than my presence. 

This is how we live in Italy” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, May 2018). 

We see thus how “the crisis of presence” as theorised by the Italian anthropologist Ernesto De 

Martino takes empirical shape into interviewees’ accounts. Indeed, according to him, the “crisis 

of presence” is “a situation in which one is “absorbed in the world” in a way that one loses 

control of one’s own existence” (De Martino in Saunders, 1993: 883). Building on De Martino 

and his reference to classics, Saunders explains that “human existence differentiates simple 

“being” from “existing,” and only humans exist in this sense: they exist because they have a 

relationship to themselves, a relationship to “being” itself” (Saunders, 1993: 883). When the 

human “being” enters into crisis, individuals experience “psychological dissociation, alienation 

and loss of subjectivity, that is, of one’s ability to act on the world rather than simply to be a 

passive object of action” (Ibidem: 882). The latter is further linked with a loss of “practical 

intentionality, which is the active dimension of presence” and whose absence stands at the basis 

of the (in)”capacity to aspire” and to imagine future that asylum seekers and refugees have 

frequently witnessed and that I will deepen in the next sub-paragraph.  

In addition, because of the simultaneous activity of functional and recognitional needs, asylum 

seekers and refugees sometimes find themselves in the middle of an existential conflict between 

the strive to survive and the fierce defence of their dignity. Hence, it was not surprising to catch 

their embarrassment whenever they decided to confide to me to have done something that 

violates their integrity as human for the sake of surviving. It is the case of Osmane, who couldn’t 

stop a nervous laughter while confessing that he “used to do begging in front of supermarkets” 

in order to pay his rent. My attempts to welcome and normalise his statement by way of 

declaring that I would have done it too if I had to survive couldn’t ease his discomfort and his 

laugh ended up into tears due to his existential embarrassment.  

The balance to be found between survival and dignity is though a subtle one and some 

interviewees’ accounts proved that it does not always and necessarily lean on the side of the 

former need. The testimony delivered by Fadel is indeed representative of the possibility, even 
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in hard situations, to make a choice to the profit of self-respect even if this would mean to 

endanger comfortable life conditions and to have to change one’s own plans: 

“Me: Why did you leave Spain? 

It was not good for me. I was doing a job that I couldn’t…I am man, a just man, I cannot 

steal or sell drugs. I had a good place to sleep, I was renting a house, but the job that I 

was doing…I had to change because I told to myself that I had crossed the sea and risked 

my life not to do this kind of things. I wanted to live comfortably, but not at that price. 

There are many things that I am available to do, but not digging through garbage. In the 

same way, when I arrived in Milan and I was addressed to the Stazione Centrale, I looked 

around and I thought to myself that I couldn’t live there. I saw the chaos and the dirt, 

and I decided not to stay there, even if many of my fellow countrymen were there. I 

know who I am, I know what I am capable to do and what I am worth, so I said: no, I 

cannot live like this” (Fadel, Interview 21). 

Turning the gaze towards the outside, the relational aspect of human existence takes a specific 

and significant value in asylum seekers and refugees’ narratives, which have frequently 

witnessed their desire for sociality and family. The latter are recognized as fundamental to the 

development of the capacity to relate to the wider society confidently and in dignity, as per 

account of Fred: 

“Immigrants need small things that can use to stand when looking at someone. To have 

friends, taking care of their friends” (Fred, Interview 4).  

His words immediately recall the above mentioned Anderson and Honneth’s argument about 

“close relations of love and friendship, which are central to self-confidence” (Anderson and 

Honneth, 2005: 131), adding to it a nuance of reciprocal responsibility about « taking care of » 

that helps to differentiate between affectively laden help relationships and actual « love 

recognition », which according to Honneth’s analysis of the Hegelian thought represents «the 

first stage of reciprocal recognition because in it subjects mutually confirm each other with 

regard to the concrete nature of their needs » (Honneth, 1995 : 95). Indeed, the lack of this 

element of mutuality and reciprocal recognition of one’s own needs and, at the same time, of 

one’s own capacity to take care of the other’s needs is identified as problematic by members of 
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those civil organisations that aim and struggle to develop upon symmetrical relationships 

among natives and asylum seekers and refugees. The latter was testified by the feeling of pity 

and sadness expressed by some migrant members of Mshikamano when reflecting about their 

relationship with Italian associative members. In this sense, they have frequently stated that 

they feel an important unbalance among them, as “you reach out and help us, but no one of us 

know your life” (Moubachir, Interview 15). In this sense, they would like their relationship to 

expand beyond the fact of needing and giving help, engaging in a reciprocal dynamic that would 

let them feel useful and on an equal footing with their Italian “colleagues” to the fullest extent 

possible. Actually, I will show later that even those relationships between asylum seekers and 

refugees and civil organisations’ members considered by them under the category of “love 

recognition” are usually characterised by unbalanced power relations, as the request/provision 

of help on which they are developed makes reciprocity extremely difficult, no matter which 

type of help is implemented. Nonetheless, the latter does not succeed in defusing the positive 

influence that an informal and friendly environment may have on asylum seekers and refugees’ 

experiences. In fact, the following quote illustrates that together with developing feelings of 

self-confidence, the experience of relationships of solidarity and friendship among them and 

natives may actually soothe asylum seekers and refugees’ minds and facilitate self-laden 

integration processes: 

“Here, most of the people look at us as we were nothing, without understanding that we 

too have something to teach them. Actually, integration should be an exchange: I give 

something and take something, and you do the same. But here, people do not even 

consider us. Fortunately, we have this place. When I am here, with you and the others, I 

feel relieved, I am at ease, I feel as surrounded by people who love me, who see me. 

You understand? But not everyone has the chance of having a place like this in their 

lives, they feel hated and they start to think at leaving. If you or someone of the others 

were at the place of Salvini, we should not even pass through the Commission. But 

anyway, having met hearts like yours, which are not filled with hate and racism, this has 

already relieved us, it makes our lives easier and it makes us want to integrate and settle. 

Because you don’t see me as black, you see me as a human. And on my part, I don’t see 
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you as white, I see you as humans. There is consideration among us as humans, and this 

is priceless” (Salim, Interview 17).   

Hence, according to Salim the association represents a place and a relational context where to 

experience some respectful and engaged relationships that represent an original mix between 

friendship and solidarity ties. The latter seems to impact positively on asylum seekers and 

refugees’ plans, encouraging them to hold out and to shelter behind this relational protective 

shell for moving forward with their lives in Italy:  

“I thank God because today I am a different person from the one that arrived here, scared 

and alone and angry. Wazana is not there anymore, it is Daouda Sidqi who is there. It is 

as if I was born again, thanks to the love of this family that is Mshikamano. And this has 

kept us here, because we wonder if we could find something similar going away. It is 

not every day and everywhere that you have the chance of meeting good people and to 

feel to belong to a place” (Sidqi, Interview 9).  

Nevertheless, the experience of the love type of recognition alone is not enough. While it has 

already been showed that “legally institutionalized relations” (Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 

131) of recognition are deeply craved by asylum seekers in the shape of papers both because of 

their functional importance in opening up opportunities to access services and activities and 

because they symbolically represent the recognition of a person as “a bearer of rights” 

(Honneth, 1995: 109), the puzzle lacks a piece if institutional and intimate recognition are not 

completed by an in-between consideration of asylum seekers and refugees as valuable and 

legitimately present subjects at the level of public opinion. On these lines, some interviewees 

have expressed the great difficulty of carrying on with their attempts of integrating, if being 

surrounded by a hostile and prejudiced social environment:   

“I feel as to have a kind of boundary in my life. When I am within it, I can feel myself, 

I can perceive me. But when I go out…world starts to weigh on my head.  

Me: Can you define this boundary? 

It is my dear ones, my friends, people that I live with. But when I exit the boundary, I 

feel crushed. Migrants are like birds flying without a tree. I feel like this. There are 10, 
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20 people who know me and appreciate me, but world is made of millions of people…I 

feel that we are widely frowned upon in Italy. You know, sociality is the most important 

thing for a man. We try to adapt ourselves, to develop a dignified life, but it is very 

difficult when people look negatively at you without even try to know you. It is hard” 

(Mourid, Interview 7).   

The quoted experience of such recognition denial at the level of society matches no less than 

with institutional analysis of asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes. Indeed, the 

European Council on Refugees and Exiles has identified into a “welcoming society” one of the 

fundamental requirements for a positive integration to be triggered : “Integration needs a 

welcoming society: in any societal climate that is negative or at best hesitant towards 

newcomers, individuals and especially refugees will inevitably be marginalized and integration 

will be hindered” (ECRE, 2005 : 16).  

The empirical material provided in the previous few pages allows to support my initial 

hypothesis about the fact that for one to exercise autonomy (and to feel integrated), in addition 

to functional aspects of life, one needs to be recognized as “worthy agent of its own actions and 

the originator of its specific reasons for acting” (Atkins, 2006: 212), through the experience of 

different types of recognition. I have shown that while the institutional recognition of one’s 

own right to settle and to develop a dignified and autonomous life let asylum seekers and 

refugees to concretely feel and prove their legitimacy, intimate relationships of friendship 

represent the warm boundary within which to feel safe and able of taking care of others. Finally, 

the experience of a wider solidary environment complete the picture allowing people “to relate 

positively to their concrete traits and abilities” (Honneth, 1995: 121) and to develop “a felt 

confidence that one’s presence in the society matters” (Bona, 2018: 40).  

Hence, in this first paragraph I have detailed those aspects of asylum seekers and refugees’ 

experience in Italy that they value as the most important to feed their attempts to integrate, 

meaning with it to reach a state of both economic independence and relational inclusion, 

crowned with the obtention of papers and by the feeling of being socially considered beyond 

their being asylum seekers and refugees and recognised as valuable and legitimate subjects. 
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Nonetheless, many are the barriers that they face during their path. In the following paragraph 

I will illustrate the most significantly emerged.  

5.2 Systemic and social barriers 

The attainment and acquisition of the integration tools above described seems to be hindered 

by systemic and social barriers which are daily at work in asylum seekers and refugees’ lives. 

It is maybe worth saying firstly social rather than systemic, because they are often triggered by 

widespread social representations about asylum seekers and refugees, taking subsequently the 

shape of concrete obstacles to their inclusion and recovering of autonomy. Phenomena such as 

a generalised and less and less silent racism, the spread of prejudice and frequent inferiorizing 

relational mechanisms both undermine asylum seekers and refugees’ psychological well-being 

and concretely limit their possibilities of integration, namely concerning housing and 

employment. Nonetheless, the mentioned dynamics, which concern the social reality internal 

to host countries, are not solely responsible for erecting barriers to asylum seekers and refugees’ 

integration. Indeed, I will show that some aspects deeply linked with their personal life 

experiences and with their double presence (or rather “double absence” – as Abdelmalek Sayad 

would say -?) into two different national and cultural societies further complicate their inclusion 

paths.  

5.2.1 Racism, isolation and prejudice 

Racism is not new in Italy and, above all, it was not born with the increased presence of asylum 

seekers and refugees, who are only the latest of a long list of previous privileged targets. As for 

the rest of many European countries, racism has historical roots dating back to colonialism and 

is linked with the economic and social dynamics of modern capitalism. Many are the classic 

and contemporary scholars that have been focusing their analysis on the many shapes of racism 

and on the historical investigation of its implementation. Though, it is not my aim to provide 

an overview of the evolution of racism in Italy. However, what certainly matters for the 

understanding of contemporary asylum seekers and refugees’ experiences in this country is the 

relevant increase of concrete episodes of racism against them – and against black-coloured 

people more in general, bringing back to the surface racism’s original traits giving that, as 

Mellino reminds us, “the first racial subject is the black slave” (Mellino, 2019: 93). The latter 
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is partly due to its legitimation on the part of national institutions. Indeed, with the rise of the 

new « contract government » in March 2018, the latter have been finally contaminated and 

conquered by overt populist and xenophobic ideals. With it, I don’t mean that previous 

government forces, be they local or national, were not imbued with a silent racism guiding their 

law-making. In this sense, Jacques Rancière has been telling us that « contemporary racism is 

first of all a logic of the State rather than a popular sentiment », agreeing with other scholars 

about the argument that « our States are less and less able of opposing the destructive effects of 

the free circulation of capital on the communities that they would have to take care of. They are 

incapable of doing it, if ever they wished to. They thus withdraw on the only thing that keeps 

being in their power, namely the circulation of people (…) and, more precisely, on the 

production and management of the feeling of insecurity » (Rancière, 2010). Nonetheless, the 

overt and blatant vindication of xenophobic ideals, which stigmatize asylum seekers and 

refugees because they burden public finances and that have been used as main tool of consensus 

by Italian more or less radical right-wings parties brought to the forefront by their electoral 

victories, has been giving voice and public space to racist feelings among the population, 

provoking an increase of concrete episodes of physical and psychological violence against 

asylum seekers and refugees. Indeed, the latter is widely agreed by civil organisations’ 

members, as per account of the responsible of the S.A.I.: 

“Salvini has always distinguished between good and bad immigrants, regular and 

irregular ones, so that he can say that it’s not like he hated immigrants as a whole. 

Though, those who are aggressed are almost always integrated people. Things are going 

out of his hands a little bit. What was submerged is rising to the surface, because it is 

legitimated by power. It is as for the Questure. For example, the Questura of Milan does 

not allow to ask for protection until the tourism visa expires. Does law say something 

like this? No. But they do it anyway, because they feel legitimate to. National law does 

not say so, but the Questure act arbitrarily because they are protected by a strong power 

that has always been supporting and defending the autonomy of police authorities. Or 

maybe it is a strategy: I push the issue to the limits, so that at some point something 

serious will happen and I could point my finger and say: You see? The strategy could 

be that of marginalising, scaring and making them feel attacked to the extent that at some 
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point someone will react. Anyway, those at the government are never involved 

personally, after all” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., August 2018).  

With the country still struggling to come out from an economic crisis that have been 

impoverishing the Italian population all over the peninsula, and dealing with the weaknesses of 

the national welfare state, the identification of the opportunist and ill-intentioned asylum seeker 

has risen to the forefront as the main public topic and easily manipulated by influential political 

figures as a tool of propaganda. While being nothing new, an escalation of the clearance of 

suspicious xenophobic attitudes among the population has been actually occurring, as witnessed 

by Angelica, who, having come back after 10 years from her first period in Italy, claimed to 

have found a tighter and more violent social environment compared to what she experienced 

the first time: 

“One thing that really affected me is the way in which Italy changed during these 10 

years. The first time that I came here, in 2002, I felt good, accepted, I wasn’t feeling 

different, even though I was different, I am different. But this time, I feel a kind of 

resistance against the difference. It feels like general characteristics about what a South 

American, or a Muslim is are more valued and considered than who a person really is. 

They are indoctrinating people, creating a common enemy, as they did in Venezuela. 

They are telling people who the enemy is, so that people are not focused enough to see 

what they are actually doing, or incapable to do. I left in 2006 and came back in 2016, 

and I have found a very different public opinion and social climate concerning 

immigrants” (Angelica, Interview 20).  

The public climate of distrust and prejudice described by Angelica is in turn fed by a rooted 

cultural attitude of racial inferiorization that, according to some interviewees, hinders most of 

their attempts of integration:  

“The actual problem is that in 2018 it is still weird for an Italian to hear an immigrant 

saying: I am graduated at university. There’s no way that an immigrant could do 

university. It is weird for them to see a black professor; they cannot imagine it. A black 

person who has studied medicine, engineering, there’s no way. In other countries, 

competences are what really matters, but here your colour has more value than what you 
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are able to do. And so, it happens that when you are looking for a job, even the humblest 

ones, they call you to go to some job interviews, but they don’t know that they are talking 

to an African man. Then, when you arrive, they are surprised and they start to make you 

questions…but useless questions, just to give you the impression that they are taking 

their time to evaluate you, and they will never call you back” (Assem, Interview 23).   

According to some interviewees, the latter usually stems from generalised images and 

narratives about Africa and African people, which still picture them as uncivilised, backward 

and needing to be led to development by western populations:  

“The real problem is inferiorisation. When you are small, you keep being small, no 

matter where you go. And when you are African, you are small. You don’t have 

anything, you don’t have intelligence, you cannot do anything…this is how people 

consider you. But I know Africa, and it makes me said to hear this. Everyone thinks that 

Africa is backward, that everything there is negative. Even when NGOs and News show 

images about Africa, it is always about undernourished children, people asking for 

money, dirty images. The white kid on his armchair watching TV…when one day their 

parents will propose to him to go to Africa on holiday, he won’t accept, and I understand 

why. Images show just this, and we live the consequences of these images here” 

(Aboubekr, Interview 10). 

Among the consequences mentioned by Aboubekr, it is the fact of realising that they will be 

probably forever bound to subaltern positions, handicapped about their chances of doing 

something worthing what they think to be their competencies and potential achievements: 

“Do you see the jobs that migrants always do? Storekeepers, dishwashers, kitchen 

assistants, assistant mechanics, assistant bakers…Always help, never something where 

you are the one that lead. You don’t do, you help someone else doing” (Elardar, Interview 

32).  

The latter is confirmed by national statistics about immigrants’ occupation, which illustrate that 

“employed immigrants have mainly executive profiles. Their presence among managerial roles 

is sparse: only 1,1% of them has a managerial qualification and 77,1% is employed as 

workman” (Ministero del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali, 2020: 38). Skill downgrading, namely the 
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“under-utilisation of a person’s human competences on the labour market” (Nauze-Fichet and 

Tomasini, 2002: 21), is indeed a significant phenomenon concerning immigrants as a whole, 

including asylum seekers and refugees, and due to many aspects, such as the long and difficult 

process of recognition of diplomas or even the different recognition and bureaucratic orders at 

work in their countries of origin, as stated by the responsible of the Celav:  

“Some of them have previous working and educational experiences, sometimes high-

quality ones, but they are not immediately spendable here. They are not many, but I have 

met people with degrees of maths or engineering or marketing that are not recognised 

here. Others use to tell me things like: I’ve worked during 20 years as a welder. But here 

you need specific competences and diplomas…” (A.G., Celav, Interview 41).  

Whatever the reasons are, be they racist attitudes or obstacles due to specific procedures and 

requirements, asylum seekers and refugees have to come to terms with the fact that they don’t 

have many opportunities to social rise through employment, as witnessed by Angelica:  

“When I arrived, I had the chance of finding an employment to pay a place where to 

sleep. It was nothing special, but anyway here even if you are graduated you will always 

do humble jobs. I’ve made my peace with it” (Angelica, Interview 20).  

The daily experience of integration processes of asylum seekers and refugees is thus deeply 

impacted by racist and classist nuances of the typical Italian thinking, which pervades and 

spreads through both public officers and single private citizens. It is important to keep issues of 

race and class linked because, as mentioned when I introduced scientific theories about the 

selectivity of migration policies, even when dealing with integration processes one should not 

to lose sight on the fact that exclusion and subordination are phenomena usually targeting poor 

immigrants, while rich foreigners are usually spared. The hereafter described episodes well 

illustrate in my view the way in which unrespectful and violent attitudes towards asylum seekers 

and refugees, who usually are – or at least are represented – as needy individuals, take 

frequently place more or less explicitly: 

“Sidqi tells us about his Italian girlfriend and about the difficulties that they face when 

they go around together: ‘Last night we were at the restaurant, and people have started 

to talk about how weird it is to see a white woman with a black man. Someone said 
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things like: ‘Look what is happening to our daughters’. I didn’t want to react, I don’t 

mind, I let it go. But she intervened telling them: ‘Look, I am not your daughter and I 

can hang out with whoever I want, all right?’. Racism is everywhere. Once, we were 

taking the train together, we were the last to get in. A policeman stopped me to ask my 

ticket and my documents. I smiled and gave them to him, but I dared to ask him why he 

stopped just me. He didn’t answer. When he saw that everything was ok, he told me: 

‘Thanks, you can go’. I answered: ‘Do not thank me, what you did is racist’. This is 

something that happens so often, but I don’t want to get mad, I don’t want to discuss” 

(Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, June 2018).  

Likewise, Fouad experienced the violence that racism may reach for himself: 

“I was living in Alba, in an apartment. It was there that I actually understood that life in 

Italy would have been hard. There was a woman…She was continuously complaining 

about us. She was living downstairs and she was continuously making troubles because 

we walked upstairs. I used to tell her: But what do you expect from us? That we stop 

walking? I mean, we cannot fly. But she didn’t stop. One morning, she came up, I was 

the one opening the door. She saw me and she didn’t say a word, she just slapped me in 

my face. I was thrilled, frozen, shocked. Then, she called the Carabinieri18. When they 

came, I explained to them what happened. He asked me: Are you telling me the truth? - 

Yes. - Are you sure? - Yes, of course. - To get started, give me your papers, he said. He 

didn’t want to believe that she hit me and I didn’t react. He took my papers and made 

me sign. After 2 months, they told us that we had to leave the house” (Fouad, Interview 14).  

At a systemic level, interviewees stated to perceive a sort of racialisation of rights because of 

which in front of similar situations, the same institution may act differently according to the 

category of person it has to deal with. It is the case of Fred, who realized that he has not the 

same right to be protected by police, hence the State, that other people have when he turned to 

it to denounce the mistreatment received at the reception centre where he was hosted and he 

was asked to go back there and to not make troubles: 

 
18 Military police 
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“Ok tell me: if you have a problem in this country, you go to police and report, but as 

immigrants you go to police, because you don't have any other except the police, because 

you think that human rights are working here; you report to the police, when the police 

comes, they know the truth, but they say: what you did is not good...understand? One 

day, we went to the police to complain about the treatment that we were experiencing at 

the reception centre. They talked to each other, then called the reception managers to 

say that we were there, and they told us to go back there. Nothing happened, apart from 

the fact that we were punished by not having our pocket-money for a week. I mean, it 

was not a matter of denouncing, we didn’t want to cause problems, but to find some 

solutions. So, we went to the police because we thought that it was their responsibility 

to protect us, but they reacted differently. I want you to understand… if you, white 

people, go to Questura with appointment, would they say to you to come back another 

day because they are too busy? I don’t think so. While if I go there, they just say to me: 

Vai, Vai via (Go away), come back un altro giorno (another day)” (Fred, Interview 4).  

Such frequent episodes of prejudice and racism make asylum seekers and refugees to develop 

a perception of their own administrative category as a defamatory one. Because of their 

experience of violence and distrust, they quite lucidly understand the social meaning which 

political and public debates have been filling the label of asylum seeker with. At the same time, 

it feeds a reciprocal relational dynamic according to which asylum seekers and refugees 

themselves erect barriers and become suspicious, mistrustful and closed: 

“Salim: Today, the word ‘Immigrant’, ‘asylum seeker’ most of all, has become like a 

word of crime…because when you speak of immigrants, people react as they were 

murderers. Normally, the word immigrant has nothing wrong, but nowadays if someone 

say: ‘you are an immigrant!’ to me, I feel aggressed. It is as if a wickedness and deviated 

property was possessed by all immigrants, by all asylum seekers.  

Aboubekr: There is an issue about black people in Italy. You feel not wanted. So, you 

start not to love white people back. You know, racism is not something that rises like 

this…you are not racist, you become racist. When you ask to yourself: what have I done 
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to make white people not to love me? and you cannot find the answer, then you start to 

hate them back…” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, May 2018).  

In addition, the widespread vehiculation of pre-defined scripts about asylum seekers and 

refugees complicates their willingness to approach other people because of the fear of being 

judged upon generalised representations, as per account of Kande who struggles to get rid of 

hyper-sexualised representations about African women: 

“Many people think that we, as African women, are here to look for men, that we are 

available to them…and so I use to feel too ashamed to go towards people, because they 

could think that I do it for that reason. You know, the prejudice about us is stronger than 

my self-knowledge” (Kande, Interview 30).  

In this sense, the lack of places, opportunities and willingness to encounter and to give birth to 

that “two-way process” that integration should represent has been identified by many 

interviewees as one of the main obstacles to their inclusion and well-being. Beyond functional 

disadvantages, difficult life conditions and precarious administrative statuses, most of them 

claimed to suffer the experience of a “de-facto segregation” that keeps them separated from the 

rest of the population, eroding their relational capacities, both towards others and towards 

themselves:  

“The real problem of Italy is integration, but not…not that migrants do not want or try 

to find a job, a house, etc. The problem is that we do not approach one another, we are 

always separated…how can we give our contribution? It is so hard. Italy put the 

foreigners here and the Italians there. There is no trust, no contact. It is not so much an 

issue of lack of places, because, I mean, this is also a place, isn’t it? (We have met in a 

public park). You could meet everywhere; it is the very fact of meeting that is not taken 

into consideration at all. I don’t have relationships here. Everyone talks about Salvini’s 

racism right now, that Salvini is mean and bla bla…but this is happening because there 

is no relationship among different people, we cannot, we are not able to talk to each 

other. I would have never chosen to come here to live separated from other people. If I 

could bring something here from home is the ability of living together. It is not easy, we 

have our problems too, but there is certainly more contact among people than here. In 



322 
 

Cameroon, if you ask to someone where a place is, he probably will escort you there. 

Here, if you ask something to a person, he will probably touch his pocket and turn his 

face on the other direction. This is racism: separation” (Bilal, Interview 31). 

On these lines, I will show in the third paragraph of the chapter the important role that 

relationships may play, both positively and negatively, for asylum seekers and refugees’ 

integration processes. Actually, the spread of a climate of distrust and prejudice that has been 

frequently leading to overt racist and xenophobic attitudes towards asylum seekers and refugees 

seems to be acquiring a more and more legitimate space within the Italian social environment, 

making them feel threatened and anyway forced to follow specific paths pre-defined and 

determined by generalised and inferiorising representations about them. In this sense, the 

combination of a racist and classist culture acts hindering the chance of asylum seekers and 

refugees to autonomously imagine and lead their future in Italy, as it provides concrete obstacles 

to their functional integration. In addition, it makes impossible to go towards the development 

of integration as an actual two-way process, needing the willingness and the conditions to 

recognise and welcome the difference which is intrinsic to contemporary societies.  

5.2.2 Precarizing psychological and life conditions  

“To be able to do important things, it is fundamental to be in stillness. When you have 

too much thoughts, it is hard. But we…we don’t have serenity in our minds, we think 

too much, we are young people but it is as if we were old ones by dint of thinking all the 

time” (Moubachir, Interview 15).  

Moubachir’s words are particularly evocative of a psychological state widely spread among 

asylum seekers and refugees and that is imputed to the experience in Italy of precarious life 

conditions. Indeed, the subject of a hierarchy among needs, which in turn influence one another, 

returns to the surface thanks to interviewees’ accounts about their progressive gliding into a 

state of “foolishness” because of the forced and endless concentration on the search for means 

to survive, which some of them consider even worse than the mortal danger faced back at home 

in terms of psychological and characterial integrity:  

“Here in Italy, life is hard for us…you struggle to find your way, to understand what you 

have to do, to obtain your documents. And then, there is the big problem of where to 
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sleep. Because you turn round and round all the day, and at evening you don’t have a 

place to sleep…after one month, two months, one year, you end up with losing your 

mind. But it seems that the Italian government does not understand…that if people are 

obliged to turn round and round their mind will change. At home, I heard every day 

about dead people, and it was scaring, but I have never needed to think about what to 

eat at night, or where to sleep. It is a different problem. People around you are dying, 

and you are scared and you are forced to escape…but, I had a house, not a big one, but 

clean and comfortable. And then you arrive here, and you don’t know where to 

sleep…this is how people’s mind change, they are angry and tired because too much 

problems, your mind changes. All foreigners have psychological problems, me too…you 

don’t see it, because we try to hide it, but this way of living brings you there” (Sameer, 

Interview 6).  

Actually, the material precariousness that most of them experience for years after their arrival 

in Italy transforms into an existential unrest, which complicates further their capacity of 

autonomously discern the steps to take to stabilise, improve and self-determine their lives. Such 

a mental overloading extends to the point that I could remark some physical symptoms of it: 

“People follow one another during the entire morning. I notice that they often touch their head 

insistently, almost as if to stop it. It comes to my mind something that Mamedouh told me once: 

‘Our head is too small for all our thoughts” (Fieldnotes, S.A.I., April 2018).  

Again, the feeling of not existing emerges from interviewees’ narratives, in this case based on 

a perceived disconnection from their own rational being, whose loss is painfully experienced 

in terms of a mental disorder caused by adding poor living conditions of the present and an 

anxious reaction to their unknown and opaque future to the often traumatic experiences suffered 

before and during their migration: 

“There are people that turn crazy. They are not crazy at the beginning. They are 

suffering, for sure, but they are not crazy. But the fact of thinking all the time and living 

conditions here…brain gives up. You cannot really understand looking from the outside, 

but your head never stops, is never quite: ‘what will happen when reception will end? 

What should I do? With no family or friends, where will I end up? In the street?’. There 
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were moments when my head was in pain, and I was suffering, I was asking questions 

to myself and I had the feeling of not existing anymore. If I wasn’t strong enough, me 

too I could have got broken. If I hadn’t tried to motivate myself by filling my time, I 

could have gone crazy too” (Jelani, Interview 1).  

Indeed, the necessity of « staying active » not to be submerged by thoughts and to lose hope 

has been identified by many interviewees as the only way for them to safeguard their lucidity 

in order to break with the monotonous timeframe of asylum procedures and to try to carry on 

with their life paths. In light of this, the existence of civil organisations providing a place where 

to meet other people experiencing the same conditions and identically striving for a chance to 

move forward actually allows asylum seekers and refugees to refocus and to start discerning a 

potential future in Italy:  

“I have often said to the other hosts at the reception centre to come with me to Ri-Make. 

I have brought them the leaflets of the association and have insisted for a while. But they 

were always saying that they would have come the following Sunday. At a certain point, 

I have stopped. I mean, I am not their mother, they are not children. I cannot wake them 

up every day so to make them come. If they want to stay there and sleep, it is their 

choice, but here we try to progress. Their brains will continue sleeping, while coming 

here I have recovered some hope. I have a place where to live, an association that 

supports me, I can pay my transport card and my clothes…There are people that came 

before me and do not have any of this. It does not mean that I am cleverer. It is just that 

at some point I realised that I had to move, I had to commit myself to integration. Those 

who stay home doing nothing, who do not move, who pass their days worrying and 

complaining…which kind of hope they think they will find? They risk killing 

themselves because they are too desperate, but man…it is up to you to decide to 

integrate, you have to be willingness to, it is you the one who decides” (Salim, Interview 

17).  

I have already mentioned in the introduction of the chapter that the conception about integration 

of most of asylum seekers and refugees marries well the mainstream liberal meaning of the 

latter, widely conveyed by national and international public institutions and considering 
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integration an individual responsibility of migrant subjects to be reached through proactiveness. 

In view of this matching, it could be maybe useful to soften the charges usually brought against 

such representation, charges that  impute to it the fact of going hand in hand with a liberist 

exploitation of migrant work force while showing its best liberal face by justifying the centrality 

of independence through the noisy flaunting of its alleged humanitarian and empowering aims. 

Let’s assume that they are truthful charges. Nonetheless, whoever claims the right for asylum 

seekers and refugees to choose, self-determine and self-manage their lives cannot but come to 

terms with the fact that they themselves identify into proactiveness, economic independence 

and dynamism the only ways to reach freedom and integration. If anything, the actual issue is 

represented by the many contradictions, distortions and abuses that such representation implies 

in the passage from theory to practice. Indeed, the mentioned struggle against immobility 

pushes asylum seekers and refugees towards many different directions, which are not all and 

always functional to their integration processes in Italy. The latter is witnessed for example by 

Elardar and Bilal who claimed to have followed manifold professional trainings provided to 

them by both institutional reception and civil organisations, including the Labour-Int project, 

for the sake of not “sinking into quicksand” (Bilal, Interview 30) of inertia, despite considering 

them “useless for our lives, as it is about superficial courses that do not actually train you” 

(Elardar, Interview 32). Based on their experience and interpretation of it, the officially claimed 

commitment of institutional reception systems to provide asylum seekers and refugees with the 

adequate tools to advance in their paths towards autonomy seems to be combined with the actual 

incapacity of the political, social, cultural and economic Italian systems to imagine and ensure 

the conditions of possibility for this to happen. It is certainly not such an easy issue. In fact, the 

building of the conditions of possibility for integration is also influenced by asylum seekers and 

refugees’ specific competences and previous experiences as well as by their personal attitude 

and perseverance in attending the trainings and classes suggested by reception centres. 

Anyhow, because of these intertwined reasons, and motivated anyway by their need to not fall 

apart and to give a material and recognitional sense to their presence, asylum seekers and 

refugees often find themselves to adapt to opaque situations, which certainly let them survive, 

but not be and feel recognised as legitimate members of society: 
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“If Italy give immigrants documents, they give work...you see that immigrants will be 

the best...But now, we do jobs for one euro or two euros...we do it to sustain ourselves, 

to be men. How can a grown-up man with family to cope in the morning, eat, and 

sleep...How do you think this person would feel normal? The person cannot think 

normal, because he thinks about his family, he thinks about his brothers. When you are 

not doing anything, you will think evil, you understand what I mean? When you are not 

doing anything, you will think evil. But if you are doing something, you forget about 

evil, even if you are doing a black work. It is something. But if you do nothing, you 

think about documents, you think about work...you go crazy, because time is wasting 

for your life, maybe you are not yet married, you are not anything, you are doing nothing 

in your life. How could a person feel? While, even if it is black work, you continue your 

life, understand?” (Fred, Interview 4). 

Likewise, because their actual chances of integration depend after all on the obtention of papers, 

the fact of being asylum seekers and/or temporary refugees19 represents a condition per se open 

to blackmail. Indeed, attempts on their part to emancipate from institutional reception 

frequently end up with others holding the knife concerning their possibility to advance and to 

reach independence. In fact, they are frequently disadvantaged on their relational power 

balances, both concerning institutional reception and private citizens. On these lines, the 

following quotes show the mentioned distortions of a system claiming to aim to asylum seekers 

and refugees’ autonomy. In the first case, the attempt on the part of Fouad to earn his living 

stopping to burden Italian finances has stuck him into a frozen situation of blackmail on the 

part of his employer, who insidiously hindered his obtention of papers. Hence, the sudden 

irregular condition in which Fouad has found himself has imprisoned him at the mercy of his 

boss, placing him in a backwards direction concerning his integration path: 

 “In July 2016, I found a job as a mechanic’s replacement for 3 months, 4 hours per day. 

It was in Milan, but I was living in a reception centre in Cuneo. I told them about this 

opportunity and asked if they could maybe transfer me to a centre in Milan. They told 

 
19 The contemporary existing types of protection are seldom of unlimited duration. Once expired, asylum 
seekers and refugees usually have to prove once again to have the legitimacy to stay according to national and 
international asylum requirements. 
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me ‘No, if you want to go Milan, you are out of reception. You can stay out 3 nights at 

most’. I have reflected about it: if I don’t leave the centre, I will lose this job. If I leave 

the centre, I’ll have the job but no place to sleep. I thought that is was better to accept 

the job, to try to start taking care of myself. And then, they gave me negative and I had 

to appeal within 30 days. I told it to my boss, and he told me that he would have taken 

care of it, he knew someone. I trusted him. I was continuously asking him if everything 

was ok, and he always said yes to me, to no worry. It is at the end of the 30 days, that I 

understood that he had done nothing. He called me one day, and he told me: ‘sorry, but 

my lawyer couldn’t help you’. I could have killed myself that day. I should have 

imagined it. He didn’t want me to have my documents because like this he can make me 

work so much. If I had a document, I would have found something else, he knew it, 

while right now I am obliged to stay there and working like a donkey for more than 15 

hours per day, always standing” (Fouad, Interview 14).  

Ikram too experienced something similar to some extent. Indeed, according to his subjective 

interpretation of events, his attempt to follow a personal path of integration beyond reception’s 

borders was somewhat punished through the use of the powerful position hold by the managers 

of his reception centre. As I told in the previous chapter, probably because of his high level of 

education (he has a law degree from Guinea Conakry), from his arrival in Italy Ikram has 

considered school as a fundamental and primary step to take to increase his possibilities of 

realising his projects in Italy. Hence, he decided to follow additional courses compared to the 

few Italian classes provided by the centre, that he judged insufficient and unprofessional. 

Though, in his words the managers of the centre experienced in terms of a challenge to their 

authority Ikram’s autonomous choice of following a different school. In fact, instead of 

recognizing that, because of his higher level of education and competences compared with other 

hosts, the most adequate and efficient way to support Ikram in developing his personal and 

independent life in Italy was to allow and stand by his opportunity to follow some classes to his 

level; they apparently tried to prevent him from it by way of using their official authority over 

him. Based on his account, the subject of the ambiguous swing between reception’s aim to push 

asylum seekers to autonomy and an institutional predisposition to control them re-emerges, 

illustrating the contradictions of the entire system: 
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“Finally, even if they didn’t agree, I decided to follow the evening classes to get the 

Italian eighth grade. I stopped going to the centre’s school, it was useless. But they were 

not happy with it, and they showed me this. Indeed, because of all this, they hindered 

my request for an I.D. card. When I went to ask, the municipal worker told me that I 

needed a paper from the centre attesting my residency, but at the centre they didn’t give 

it to me. They were inventing excuses, that it was not their responsibility…but I knew 

that it was because of the school” (Ikram, Interview 12).  

To sum up, the precarious life conditions experienced by many asylum seekers and refugees 

together with an often already existing psychological weakness, in many cases due to violent 

migratory paths and personal losses, frequently provoke a mental overloading, which risks 

affecting their mental health. Indeed, accounts about “thinking too much” and about “going 

insane” because of this have repeatedly emerged during fieldwork. To break with it, many 

interviewees have claimed to strive for staying active, be it by way of working or participating 

to training courses or to civil organisations’ initiatives. Actually, activeness is considered as the 

privileged channel to keep being present to oneself and, thus, to achieve autonomy. 

Nonetheless, according to many interviewees’ experiential accounts, the Italian country system 

seems to not be able to provide the conditions for this to always happen in safety and legality. 

Hence, for the sake of not falling into immobility and to show their resourcefulness regardless 

of the lack of dignified and regular possibilities, asylum seekers and refugees often get 

themselves into borderline situations that make them easily blackmailable, endangering thus 

the very aim because of which they take action. In addition, the disadvantaged position that 

they often occupy within power relational dynamics has also proven to obstruct asylum seekers 

and refugees’ attempts to emancipate themselves, self-determining their integration paths. 

5.2.3 Back-at-home expectations and absolute present 

As previously introduced, social and systemic dynamics and phenomena at work within host 

societies are not the only responsible for hindering asylum seekers and refugees’ processes of 

integration. Indeed, their previous life experiences and ties strongly influence the latter’s 

capacity and chances to focus on their personal advancement towards autonomy and inclusion. 

In this sense, it is important not to fall into the trap of considering asylum seekers and refugees 

as atomised subjects or as blank pages lacking history. In fact, usually arriving as adult subjects, 
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asylum seekers and refugees already possess a previous wealth of relationships, customs, 

beliefs and values developed and embodied during their past experience that does not magically 

disappear once crossed European borders, but rather and necessarily engages in a dialogue, 

more or less conflictual, with the new social environment as well as with the conditions and 

possibilities they are confronted with in Italy. On these lines, the motives and aims of being in 

Italy may diverge significantly according to their specific migratory paths and projects. Within 

this framework, fieldwork allowed to remark that asylum seekers and refugees’ previous 

familiar and social ties, which, despite migration, carry on forming a fundamental part of their 

identities, play a significant role concerning their willingness and/or freedom to focus on the 

acquisition of the adequate tools and conditions to settle peacefully and independently in Italy. 

Likewise, they somehow hinder asylum seekers and refugees’ possibility to autonomously 

choose about their future, be it that of staying or of returning. In particular, back-at-home social 

expectations about how they should behave and what they should achieve have a key role in 

more than one way. On one side, some interviewees implicitly stated not to be autonomous to 

include into their range of possibilities even the one of going back, because of the fear of the 

judgment of those there: 

“What we generally have in our minds is that if we fail, we could not go back. If I 

succeed here, then I can go back, otherwise no. This is why there are many young 

Africans on the streets. They have nothing to do here, they are resourceless, but if you 

suggest to them to go back home, they won’t. Because if you go back with nothing, even 

your parents would say: ‘well, you could have killed yourself then’. This is something 

stronger than to experience poverty and unrest here. You understand? If you go back 

with money, you will be respected, but if you go back with nothing you cannot even say 

it out loud in public that you went to Europe, they’ll insult you, you’ll have to be 

ashamed” (Aboubekr, Interview 10).  

The perceived impossibility to go back unless one succeeds and the weight of the scrutiny of 

one’s own home community work so much in depth into asylum seekers and refugees’ 

subjectivities that end up to be embodied and considered by themselves as part of their own 

ways of thinking, as illustrated by the following excerpt of an interview: 
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“To go back is something that I could think of, but if I did it now it would be a failure. 

Because I could not prove that I succeeded.  

Me: On the other hand, you told me that you are suffering because you are far from 

home and your mother is not well. Don’t you think that you would feel better by going 

back and honestly saying: ‘It was not what I was expecting. It was hard, I couldn’t find 

my way there and at the same time here my mother is not well, and I have chosen to be 

near her’. Where is the failure in such a choice? 

Because I want to walk out with my head up, which I can’t right now. I need to go back 

showing some fierceness” (Moubachir, Interview 15).  

In this sense, back-at-home expectations about asylum seekers and refugees’ migratory 

experience seem to represent a type of socialisation impeding autonomy according to relational 

conceptions of the latter as the capacities of self-reading, self-knowledge and self-direction 

(Meyers, 1987). Hence, it is possible to claim that “the reciprocal experience of loving care” 

(Honneth, 1995: 95, 105) is more complex that it could seem and it should not be considered 

as completely positive. Indeed, existing contemporary interpretations of Honneth’s work have 

argued that “affective relations are characterized by a precariously balanced emotional bond 

and do contain latent possibilities for violence” (Bona, 2018: 49), be it physical or 

psychological. It is the case of most interviewees, for whom it seems extremely difficult to take 

some distance from the family duties flowing from having migrated and the representations at 

work concerning them, even when they cannot be fulfilled because of circumstances beyond 

their control. Hence, the simultaneous belonging of asylum seekers and refugees to social 

environments and representations conflicting with one another subjects them to the 

corresponding pressure of multiple systems of social recognition. Indeed, they are not simply 

bound to the social recognition of their legitimate presence as worthy and independent subjects 

on the part of host communities. They are in addition influenced by the role that they are 

expected to have within their home communities and by the social representations and duties 

that flow from it. What observed on the field thus echoes some of the arguments of Gulay Ugur 

Goksel about the specificities of the condition of being an immigrant concerning the chances 

of achieving personal autonomy: “they want to be autonomous individuals but also have strong 
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attachments with their ethnic groups: the person finds herself with a new life-project on the one 

hand, and the ties and pulls of the old country at the same time, particularly in the form of 

family obligations” (Goksel, 2014: 92). 

To this is added an ignorance on the part of home communities about the actual life conditions 

experienced by asylum seekers and refugees in Europe. Such ignorance may be identified as 

both the cause and the consequence of that same social judgement so deeply feared by asylum 

seekers and refugees, to the point of co-determining their choices. Indeed, a vicious circle exists 

because of which the pressure of social judgment pushes asylum seekers and refugees to 

sweeten the descriptions about their actual conditions when speaking to their relatives or friends 

at home. In turn, such narratives end up feeding those same social representations to which 

asylum seekers and refugees are submitted to and that limit their range of autonomous choices. 

The witness of Sajed is representative of such dynamic:  

“My wife, Fatou, is angry because I am unemployed. You know, many people in Africa 

think that here everything is easy. If you tell them that you are not working, or if you go 

home with no savings, they look at you as if you were a slacker. They think like ‘look 

at him, he is in Europe and he has nothing, because he has been spending everything and 

he is a slacker’. No one will help you once back because they are convinced about it. 

And to tell them the truth is difficult” (Sajed, Interview 25).  

Sajed’s mention about his wife being angry let me deepen the other way in which the intense 

ties that asylum seekers and refugees keep with their home communities impacts their 

integration processes in Italy. Indeed, the above illustrated subject about the role of home 

communities’ social gaze laid on asylum seekers and refugees’ experiences in Europe is 

complemented by the concrete needs and requests of their families left behind. The latter 

influence asylum seekers and refugees’ paths in many ways, from even before the triggering of 

their migratory experience. In fact, it is not rare to listen to them saying that the very choice of 

migrating towards Europe was in part due to family obligations. The following excerpt from an 

interview shows well how the task of attending to the needs of the family conditions asylum 

seekers and refugees’ choices at different moments and levels: 
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“It was not my intention to come to Europe. I was in Lycia and my brother sent me a 

letter telling me that it was better if I crossed the sea because family was not ok. I told 

him that I didn’t want to, because I knew about migrants’ conditions here. But he told 

me that family needed money, he was my elder brother, you know…and so, I am here. 

And then, I have started working in the fields of the whole peninsula. I had no other 

choice. To find another job would have taken too long, and family is behind you 

suffering, you cannot sit down. Everyone is looking at me, I cannot sit down” (Kamil, 

Interview 3). 

Although being far, family thus represents a fundamental piece of asylum seekers and refugees’ 

lives in Europe, to the extent of being sometimes experienced as a “ballast” constraining them: 

“family tires us a lot, it is such a burden for us, it is sad to say it, but it is the truth” (Aboubekr, 

Interview 10). The burden Aboubekr talks about is not solely represented by the influence that 

family’s needs have on asylum seekers and refugees’ choices. Rather, they often have to 

sacrifice some material resources which could be useful for their integration paths into host 

societies to satisfy their families’ requests and needs. Indeed, the roles that flow from the 

structure of their families of origin bring with them specific responsibilities that asylum seekers 

and refugees must bear. The latter is also filled with a feeling of powerlessness and self-shaming 

when the requests exceed the actual possibilities of asylum seekers and refugees: 

“Everything I do is for helping my kids. Because I am the family man, I have just sisters 

and my wife. I am the only man. Even the pocket money, I send it almost completely to 

my wife. We have three kids, I cannot…the other day my son called me and told me that 

he needed more money for the school. I told him that he had to wait: ‘your father has no 

money in this moment’. It was hard to tell, he is my son. And he answered: ‘then I stop 

the school’. I am worried, and sad, it is my responsibility to…but I have nothing!” 

(Hachem, Interview 2).  

Finally, in some cases the ties that link asylum seekers and refugees to their home communities 

and lands go beyond the task of attending family’s needs or of to not disappoint social 

expectations about migration. Indeed, some interviewees witnessed to be mainly focused on the 

development of future possibilities at home, illustrating thus a sort of tension that may emerge 
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between the acquisition of autonomy in Italy and the acquisition of autonomy back at home. It 

is possible in fact that they make the choice of living precariously here to put aside the tools 

and resources to carry on a settlement project in their countries: 

“You know, whenever I have some money, I send it back home to try to contribute to 

something that has been growing little by little. It is my way to start something, because 

there are many opportunities at my place if you have the right resources. It is not just 

about providing for the family, it is also about pushing forwards some projects. You are 

here but at the same time you know that something is growing there and it will contribute 

to the well-being of your family, and your country, and yours once back” (Sidqi, Interview 

9).  

Hence, asylum seekers and refugees’ social world previous to migration plays a fundamental 

role, significantly affecting their choices and resources. Indeed, they have proven to be strongly 

conditioned by their home communities’ social representations of the “good migrant” as well 

as by the responsibilities that they need to assume in terms of providing material support to 

their families, according to the role that they have within the latter. Thus, willingly or not, they 

frequently keep being turned towards their homelands, which certainly does not help them in 

committing to the long-term path of integration.  

In addition, interviewees have proven to be frequently stuck in a temporal dimension of absolute 

present, which is immobile and undermines their capacity of planning their future in Italy, 

whatever its purposes and duration are, identifying the steps and tools necessary to make their 

plans true. According to the interesting theorization of human agency as “a temporally 

embedded process of social engagement” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998: 963) provided by 

Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische, “projectivity”, namely “the capacity to imagine 

alternative possibilities” (Ibidem) and to form projects, represents a fundamental “creative 

reconstructive dimension of agency”, through which individuals “move beyond themselves into 

the future and construct changing images of where they think they are going, where they want 

to go, and how they can get there from where they are at present” (Ibidem : 984). Now, 

fieldwork allows me to claim that the combination of the influence of social ties and tasks 

previous to migration with the disabling state of suspense typical of asylum procedures deprives 
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many asylum seekers and refugees of that same “projective dimension” of agency, as per 

account of a volunteer of the Naga-Har :  

“I would like to help them understanding that everyone has a future, with or without a 

document. The future is yours; life is yours and you have to build it by yourself, also 

beyond laws and rules and categories…I mean, they have proven to have the courage of 

lions to embark the journeys that they embarked. So, you can’t just get inhibited, 

paralysed because here there aren’t the conditions to move forward. Take the example 

of the Italian language…many of them do not speak it because they do not have any 

prospects. So, we should give them hope and help them to recognise that even in this 

stagnant situation they can build a future for themselves. Of course, it has to get started 

from some sine qua non conditions that are mandatory if you want to plan and build 

anything here. Language is one of this. It is not a matter of lack of Italian schools…sure, 

they could be more and more efficient, but for example, at the reception centre of Via 

Aquila they have a school which is a gem, they organise cultural trips and everything, 

but so few people attend it because they don’t see a sense in it, they don’t see future 

possibilities. They just say all the time: work, work, work. But one thing helps the other, 

isn’t it? If you speak Italian you will certainly have increased possibilities to find a 

dignified job” (E.B., Naga-Har, Interview 33).  

If we accept, as I do, that the exercise of one’s own autonomy competencies produces in turn 

the ability of imagining “a life plan, a long-term view of the self” (Atkins, 2006: 210), 

interviewees have frequently proven to completely lack the capacity to go beyond their 

immediate needs to plan some strategies for their future. Of course, the already-mentioned 

hierarchy of needs has its role in this. Indeed, to exercise autonomy through projectivity requires 

some supportive conditions and it is extremely hard when basic survival needs are not satisfied, 

as witnessed by Charif’s account:  

“For a long time, I couldn’t imagine a future, I did not have the time nor the conditions 

to do it. I was living in the street, I hadn’t a place where to stay quiet and to study. I was 

continuously wondering: where will I go tonight? Where and how to be safe? Because 

the first thing that someone living on the street is worried about is safety and health. All 
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the rest is a surplus. When you live ok you think about tomorrow, but when you are not 

living ok, how can you think about tomorrow?” (Charif, Interview 29).  

In addition, further than survival needs, work and papers have been identified as milestones to 

achieve before being legitimate to think about the future and to imagine creative solutions. Both 

of them are considered as the key to break with the limbo of asylum procedures, which is 

experienced as a suspended time, beyond past, present and future:  

“Me: Which are your plans for the future? 

Wow, it’s complicated. You know, until I won’t go out of the reception centre, and I’ll 

have my documents…I cannot think about my life, it’s like living without existing. And 

until you live, but you do not exist, you cannot think about building your life. I have 

many dreams. But before to think about them, I need to find a job, because without 

money you cannot think. I need to find a house and a job, and to have my papers, then I 

could start to think about my dreams» (Aslam, Interview 13).  

The reference to the experience of a suspended time allows to make a bridge with the conception 

of time and future of Arjun Appadurai as theorised in his book “The Future as a cultural fact. 

Essays on the global condition”. Indeed, the Indian American well-known anthropologist has 

provided an original concept of future as “not just a technical or neutral space but shot through 

with affect and with sensation” (Appadurai, 2013: 287). Particularly interesting and relevant 

considering asylum seekers and refugees’ accounts about their state of a temporal limbo, is 

Appadurai’s reflection about “the capacity to aspire” as “unequally distributed”. “Its skewed 

distribution is a fundamental feature, not just a secondary attribute, of extreme poverty” 

(Ibidem: 289), he argues. In his view, the “capacity to aspire” is “a navigational capacity, 

through which poor people can effectively change the “terms of recognition” within which they 

are generally trapped, terms which severely limit their capacity to exercise voice”. In its 

absence, “words such as “empowerment,” “voice,” and “participation” cannot be meaningful” 

(Ibidem) because individuals experience a loss of the above-mentioned “practical 

intentionality”, hence the capacity to imagine and produce him/herself in a future perspective, 

which mirror Emirbayer and Mische’s notion of “projectivity”. In this sense, the accounted 

difficulty of interviewees to imagine their future can be framed as a deprivation of “the capacity 
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to aspire” brought about by asylum normative and bureaucratic procedures and by the unequal 

opportunities provided for to them by the structural and cultural organisation of the Italian 

society. Furthermore, Appadurai has additionally argued that “the capacity to aspire is a cultural 

capacity, in the sense that it takes its force within local systems of value, meaning, 

communication, and dissent (…) and cannot be separated from language, social values, 

histories, and institutional norms, which tend to be highly specific” (Ibidem: 290). Hence, 

asylum seekers and refugees’ capacity to aspire is further complicated by the necessity of 

matching their own “language, social values, histories” with the ones of the receiving society. 

In addition, this cultural gap may provoke some misunderstandings between them and their 

supporters. Indeed, the mentioned suspension into an absolute present is not easy to be 

understood by someone who does not have direct experience of it, at least in asylum seekers 

and refugees’ subjective terms. In this sense, it was not rare to hear to civil organisations’ 

members explaining to asylum seekers and refugees the importance to learn to make choices 

according to what would give them more tools to plan their future, and that unfortunately “the 

paths to achieve stability are long and they do not give immediate results, but they are certainly 

richer in terms of prospects compared to some short-term jobs, even if the latter are immediately 

paid” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, April 2018). While this kind of reflection is certainly true, I could 

notice that civil organisations’ members have frequently lost sight of the fact that different 

objectives need different temporalities: job-placement projects, self-entrepreneurship 

initiatives, the building of a relational dimension or the need for an immediate economic and 

juridical integration are built on conflicting temporalities that are seldom taken into 

consideration by civil organisations. As an example, one of the biggest criticalities of 

Mshikamano’s project about the development of collective and self-managed job opportunities 

is that it needs an extended period of time and engagement before to provide concrete 

opportunities, while its participants often need a quicker inclusion into the labour market and 

did not show to possess that “capacity to aspire” needed to think long-term. 

Indeed, asylum seekers and refugees’ attitudes towards the future have been frequently 

characterised by feelings of powerlessness and resignation and by the conviction that, anyway, 

they are not in the condition of determining their own fate, as the words of Moubachir illustrate:  
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 «I think that future does not exist on my calendar, because if « they » want to destroy 

it, they can do it whenever they want to » (Moubachir, Interview 15). 

In fact, many of the interviewees have argued to feel blocked in the middle of a path, without 

being able to move forward anymore: « If I look at my future I cannot choose, I would like to, 

but I cannot. I am blocked: there’s a way, and I know that I have to take it, but there’s a wall » 

(Fieldnotes, Naga-Har, October 2018).  

Hence, although it is understandable that in the absence of the conditions of possibility to 

imagine their future, asylum seekers and refugees are not able to mobilise their ability to plan, 

it is also important to underline that, still following Emirbayer and Mische, “the specific 

culturally embedded ways in which people imagine, talk about, negotiate and make 

commitments to their future influence their degree of freedom and manoeuvrability in relation 

to existing structures” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998: 985). Thus, the more I feed a negative 

and passive approach towards future, the less I will be able to actually act upon it regardless 

and against structural constraints. In this sense, the wish expressed by the volunteer of the Naga-

Har quoted above about the need to find a way to help them in believing that they may have the 

chance of imagining a future prospect, reveals its significance. Indeed, the more they are able 

to exit the immobile and suspended time in which they frequently feel to be stuck, by way of 

adopting an active and purposeful attitude towards their future, the more they will be actually 

able to modify it.  

I have already shown in the previous chapters that the ways in which civil organisations may 

help them in this regard are manifold and intertwined, from providing the structures to satisfy 

basic needs, supporting them with and shielding them from the confrontation with public 

authorities and institutions, to proposing concrete paths of functional inclusion. Based on 

empirical material and already existing literature, I claim though that, upstream and on the 

background of any of those worthy initiatives, asylum seekers and refugees need to experience 

some relational contexts supporting them in the recovery of their “socially acquired practical 

competencies in self-discovery, self-definition, self-knowledge and self-direction” (Atkins, 

2006: 206). In this sense, I share Kim Atkins’ argument about the fact that “the goal of 

promoting autonomy depends upon the development of social processes which value and 
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promote critical self-trusting, self-directing and authentic selves. Who claim to promote 

autonomy need to assist a patient to negotiate these powerful social and psychological forces” 

(Ibidem: 212). Although she investigates the nursing environment, based thus on a nurse-patient 

relation that should differ in principle from the one between civil organisations members’ and 

asylum seekers and refugees, Atkins replaces the issue of the enjoying of positive relationships 

at the centre of whichever intervention aiming at empowering people by way of supporting their 

autonomy competencies. On these lines, while acknowledging that functional aspects of 

integration, i.e. language, work, house, etc., represent some of the fundamental conditions of 

possibility for recovering personal autonomy, I argue that relationships play a fundamental role 

for asylum seekers and refugees’ experiences within host societies. Hence, in the following 

paragraph I am going to detail the subject analysing the different types of relationships in which 

asylum seekers and refugees have proved to be engaged, trying to outline their influence, both 

in positive and in negative terms.  

5.3 The relational dimension of integration processes 

To begin with, it is worth saying that asylum seekers and refugees themselves have claimed to 

give specific importance to sociality, that was identified as an essential piece of their integration 

paths. Indeed, the chance of relating positively and peacefully to other people has been said to 

be the very gateway of the possibility of being helped, as per account of Salim: “You must 

follow people, get close to them, know them, if you want to be helped” (Salim, Interview 17). In 

addition, the above-mentioned arguments about the need to re-appropriate a projective 

dimension of agency have emerged directly from asylum seekers and refugees’ accounts 

precisely in connection with the relational aspect of their existence. In this sense, sociality has 

been valued as the privileged factor through which to be able to imagine and plan some 

strategies for one’s future:  

“At the beginning I have started to participate to Ri-Make’s initiatives because I was 

said that there people were friendly and that they helped even before knowing you and 

for free. You know…being in confidence with someone is very important to us at home. 

It makes you feel some feelings that are important to…I mean, if you stay isolated in 

your corner, you won’t find a solution to your problems. You need to get close to people 
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to start having ideas, and the courage to bring them forward. If you live only by yourself, 

you will certainly doubt about yourself, you will be confused about what to do, you 

won’t give birth to ideas for your future” (Mamedouh, Interview 16). 

Actually, in some cases the fact of enjoying some relationships was pointed to as something to 

be safeguarded even at the expense of the respect of one’s own rights. In this sense, the 

experience of Esperanza represents a meaningful example. At the moment of the interview, 

Esperanza had just quit a job that she had been doing for the previous 4 years. She was the 

caregiver of an old woman, who she calls “the Granma”, having 3 daughters. The job was hard 

and she claimed to be exploited: “I used to work 24 hours per day, 7 days per week. They gave 

me 900 euros per month. I had just one free weekend every month, sometimes one in two. And 

I didn’t even have an entire hour to pause”. She had been relating mainly with the elder 

daughter, who treated her disrespectfully, to the extent of using physical violence against her: 

“She was always saying that I didn’t clean enough or that I used to clean just when I knew she 

would have come. Once, she got angry because I couldn’t find the time of washing the 

Granma’s hair while making the lunch ready for 1pm, as she asked. She screamed so much, 

saying that I am a donkey and…slap! She smacked me on my face in front of everyone else. I 

felt so bad (she cries). After that, she started to lower my salary, telling that Granma’s money 

was finishing and that they couldn’t afford more than that, that they would have found someone 

else if I wasn’t ok with it”. Esperanza thus started to look for a new job, which she found. She 

went to give her notice to the woman and in that occasion, in front of the other daughters, she 

finally denounced how she was treated: “The other two daughters were shocked, and they got 

very angry with the other one. I go to visit them once in a while, and they keep asking me how 

I could resist so much. I have a good relationship with them, they often invite my children and 

me to their place”. Asked if she had never thought to turn to a trade union, she answered:  

“Some friends told me to do it, but I didn’t want to…You know, I’ve told you that I have 

maintained a good relationship with the other two daughters. Whenever I can, I go there 

with my girls and they are happy because they play with the other kids. This has a great 

value to me, it is the most important thing, and I don’t want to ruin it.  

Me: Is it more important than the rights on which they trampled? 
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Yes. The relationship that I have with them has a more important value, it makes me feel 

peaceful, protected. I know that if I have some issues, I can turn to them. So, I prefer 

like this” (Esperanza, Interview 19).  

Once I have started gathering such kind of accounts, I could understand that, although fieldwork 

was urging me not to underestimate or to obscure the material and functional dimensions of 

integration, intended as to be in the conditions of possibility for exercising autonomy and for 

becoming “full partners in social interaction” (Fraser, 1996: 24), my initial hypothesis about 

the relevance of analysing social relationships as one of the fundamental factors through which 

integration is triggered and supported could be empirically reflected. For sure, it is not all 

romance. The types of relationships in which asylum seekers and refugees are involved are 

manifold, differing in terms of strength that, quoting the well-known Mark Granovetter, “is the 

combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy and the reciprocal 

services which characterise the tie” (Granovetter, 1973: 1361). Anyway, whichever their 

strength is, all ties have lights and shadows. One of the objectives of this paragraph is indeed 

to categorise such relations and to deepen their content, both in positive and negative terms, 

concerning asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes. In any case, I think that the 

value granted to the relational dimension of their experience by asylum seekers and refugees 

themselves allows me to clarify, at least partially, one of the most significant contradictions that 

the reader could have remarked going through this research work. Indeed, I have frequently 

written about asylum seekers’ strive for independence as well as about their search for care. 

Likewise, I have argued that civil organisations’ task should be both to support asylum seekers 

and refugees’ autonomy and to take care of them. Now, if I had ever argued to share and 

mobilise mainstream individualistic conceptions about autonomy, according to which “a just 

society comes to be seen as allowing people to be as little dependent on others as possible” 

(Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 128), I would actually be contradicting myself. Though, I have 

claimed from the beginning that I rather share and mobilise critical relational accounts of 

autonomy, considering it the capacity to positively relate to oneself through critical reflection, 

which in turn “can only be acquired and exercised in relations with other people” (Atkins, 2006: 

207). To sum up, based on the previously explained meanings that I assign to the action of 

supporting and taking care of someone, and assuming that integration processes should be 
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aimed at allowing people to achieve and/or recover personal autonomy, namely « the real and 

effective capacity to develop and pursue one’s own conception of a worthwhile life » (Ibidem : 

130), which is dependent on « interpersonal relationships in which one acquires and sustains 

the capacity to relate to one’s dynamic inner life” (Ibidem: 135) thanks to both the intimate and 

public recognition of its legitimacy, uniqueness and social worth; it is relevant to investigate 

which are the social-relational contexts that support and take care of asylum seekers and 

refugees, enhancing thus the acquisition and/or recovery of their personal autonomy through 

the development of relationships that fulfil, rather than defining them (Taylor, 1994). 

5.3.1 Social bridges 

The first type of relationships that asylum seekers and refugees stated to have needed and 

looked for once arrived in Italy goes under the “bridging social capital” category, which, 

borrowing from Putnam, is useful “for linkage to external assets and for information diffusion” 

(Putnam, 2000: 21). Indeed, before anything else, asylum seekers and refugees, similarly to any 

other person, are in search of “connections that benefit their own interests” (Ibidem: 17), 

increasing their possibilities to find a job, an accommodation or their papers. “When you are 

alone you cannot do anything, you are nothing”, told me Mamoun once while speaking about 

his experience in Italy. Actually, in some contexts the Italian system functions mainly on social 

capital, rather than on human one, event for natives, thus giving more value to “whom we 

know”, rather than “what we know” (Ibidem). On these lines, Maja Korac, who has been long 

studying the role of social networks in settlement and inclusion of refugees in receiving 

societies, have argued that “bridging social networks facilitate the access of refugees to the 

types and quality of societal resources that are otherwise not readily available to them” (Korac, 

2005: 89).  

Indeed, to be connected with Italian people was identified by asylum seekers and refugees on 

fieldwork as a primary and irreplaceable resource to have access to working opportunities: 

“If you go and ask for a job, they usually tell you: yes, we will call you back. And they 

never do. Instead, if you know someone who is from here and you go with this person, 

you have some chances. To do it alone is hard. You can do your CV and everything, but 

they will anyway think that you are not good at it. In general, if you don't go with some 
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white friends, they won't listen to you. I have experienced it” (Fieldnotes, Labour-Int, May 

2018).  

Apart from proving the importance of social bridges for asylum seekers and refugees, a quote 

like the one presented sheds light about the deficit of recognition which they are submitted to. 

Indeed, while certainly opening new concrete opportunities that they wouldn’t have access to 

acting on their own, the change in employers or job agencies’ attitude concerning their 

availability in employing asylum seekers and refugees whenever an Italian person sponsors 

them, illustrates that, while a dynamic of social recognition is actually at work, it is directed 

towards the native subject, not the asylum seeker or refugee him/herself. In this sense, social 

bridges are certainly extremely useful for increasing asylum seekers and refugees’ chances of 

integration regarding its functional dimension. Nonetheless, while integrating the labour market 

could represent a step forward on asylum seekers and refugees’ path towards the exogenous as 

well as endogenous recognition of their legitimate presence, they don’t seem to directly have 

leverage on it. Hence, the acquisition of “bridging social capital” is responsible of “increasing 

the pool of resources potentially available” (Gurak and Fe Caces, 2010: 162), without though 

supporting in itself the development of the mentioned positive relations to the self, which are 

necessary for making autonomous choices according to critical theories of autonomy.  

Anyway, social bridges’ importance is not limited to the opening of otherwise unapproachable 

opportunities. Indeed, they have shown to be considered as an essential vehicle for a better 

understanding of the new social environment where asylum seekers and refugees find 

themselves living and that they need to be able to interpret in order to be ready to negotiate with 

it: 

« When you arrive, you are disoriented because culture is different, and the way of 

living, and of working…everything. You need to get in relation with someone to start to 

understand. It could be workers at the reception centres, or some colleagues, whoever. 

You don’t need to be friend with them, just to be enough close to observe them and to 

make questions. When you don’t have this, when you have no one, it is really difficult 

to integrate. You don’t even know where to start » (Kande, Interview 30).  
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In addition, the increased comprehension that social bridges are able to trigger is coupled with 

their function of intermediation and pressure vis-à-vis public institutions, as I already showed 

concerning the different types of relationship that civil organisations maintain with the latter. 

Beyond them, lawyers, employers, teachers can actually play a precious role in supporting and 

defending asylum seekers and refugees’ rights, whenever they intend to: 

« It took a lot of time to finally be able to lodge my asylum request. Every time that I 

went to the Questura there was something because of which to postpone. Fortunately, 

my lawyer has worked a lot in this sense, he got in the middle of all this and he succeeded 

in scheduling a meeting for me. This is why I think that sometimes it is useful to have 

Italian people helping…because, we don’t understand anything of the texts of law, it 

helps us to understand and, above all, it helps us in not being played » (Fadel, Interview 

21). 

Likewise, an interviewee told me that he escaped the risk of being expelled from the reception 

centre and, eventually, of a couple of months of detention after having exploded in a fit of anger 

against his reception managers, because of the intervention of the coordinator of the theatre 

group in which he was participating: 

“I wasn’t expecting it, we are not friends, we know each other because I follow his 

theatre classes. When I saw him speaking with the manager of the centre, I was 

suspicious. But then, I discovered that he came to calm her down, to stand up for me. I 

was touched. And actually, it was useful. She took back her plea in Court, so I had to do 

some months of social work, instead of living in the street or going to prison” (Mourid, 

Interview 7).  

The role of forerunners that asylum seekers and refugees allocate to their Italian acquaintances 

marries well with theoretical conceptions valuing social bridges as “crucial for getting ahead” 

(Putnam, 2000: 20). Actually, be it by way of opening concrete opportunities, of making social 

environment and legal procedures more understandable or directly standing for them, social 

bridges succeed in providing increased integrative tools to asylum seekers and refugees. 

Nonetheless, they do not represent the type of relationship enhancing their personal autonomy, 

in terms of helping them to recognise their own capacity and legitimacy to act upon their 
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existence, determining it. Indeed, I have frequently gathered arguments like “We ask you to do 

all you can to help us, we will do what you think is right” (Koumeil, Interview 27), or “You are 

citizens, you can do great things. We are ready to follow you” (Fouad, Interview 14), which in my 

view illustrate asylum seekers and refugees’ tendency to follow rather than lead their paths, 

proving their weakened ability to rely on and trust themselves. In this regard, social bridges 

often act in place of asylum seekers and refugees, rather than in support of their action.  

On equal terms, although valuing the usefulness of social bridges from a functional perspective, 

some interviewees have also claimed the persistence of a significant relational asymmetry 

characterising the latter, which risks of undermining further the self-confidence in their 

worthiness: 

“I know many Italian people, most of them are very kind. But, you know, it is not easy 

to relate normally to them…whenever you get close to them, they think that you need 

something, they want to do something for you. But I do not always need something, 

sometimes I would like just to have a normal relationship. Instead, most of them relate 

to me because it is their job, or because they feel compelled to help in some way. Do not 

misunderstand this, it is really important…but it also makes me feel…like transparent” 

(Mamoun, Interview 8).  

5.3.2 Social bonds 

Parallel to social bridges, Putnam proposed to speak about “bonding social capital” to account 

for those ties providing “crucial social and psychological support for less fortunate members of 

the community, while furnishing start-up financing, markets, and reliable labour for local 

entrepreneurs” (Putnam, 2000: 20). Among others, the American scientist categorises into it 

ethnic enclaves, which would function as a safety-net supporting people to become self-

sufficient rapidly. Like social bridges correspond to Granovetter’s weak ties, social bonds can 

be coupled with his “strong ties”, which are characterised by emotional links and cohesive, 

while closed communities. Focusing on asylum seekers and refugees in Italy, the already 

mentioned Maja Korac has provided interesting analysis about their social bonds, arguing at 

the time that “the Italian approach to assistance for asylum seekers and refugees which is 

minimal assistance and commonly does not cover even basic needs, is largely based on the 
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assumption that those in need will be assisted primarily through self-help systems established 

within refugees and migrant communities. The latter serves as an alternative “self-reception” 

system for disseminating information, for resolving housing problems and for finding work” 

(Korac, 2001: 9). She has further claimed that “migrant networks in the Italian context literally 

mean survival” (Ibidem: 13). 

Though, the fieldwork that I carried on has showed something different, probably due to both 

the changed reception context in Italy, i.e. the SPRAR system was just born when Korac was 

writing the quoted article, and the different typology of asylum seekers and refugees that I 

investigated compared to her. Indeed, she focused on long-settled refugees from former 

Yugoslavia, who, I quote, « come from a social and cultural context compatible with the 

receiving society (white and European) and who are relatively young, educated and urban 

population » (Ibidem: 29). On the contrary, my interviewees were mainly underqualified and 

early arrived migrants. Moreover, they were usually the first of their families to have migrated 

and settled, for the moment at least, in Italy. Hence, for them, social bonds, meant as ethnic ties, 

have not proven to play a frequent and important supportive role for integration processes, 

although representing a fundamental support during their migratory paths. Indeed, interviewees 

have unanimously witnessed episodes of their journeys during which they could carry on and 

survive only thanks to some relationships, sometimes properly ethnically based, more often 

triggered by the awareness of being experiencing the same difficulties:  

“When I arrived in Libya, I could work for some months as a plumber thanks to a 

friend…in fact, there you can survive only thanks to other people like you…whenever 

you see a black man, you try to speak to him, and you can be sure that if he can he will 

help you. It’s some absolute solidarity among blacks in Libya. When you are at home it 

is different, but there…you are traumatised and others who passed through the same, 

they understand and they help” (Ikram, Interview 12).  

Nonetheless, those social bonds which allowed the majority of them to finally arrive safe and 

sound in Italy, are diluted once here. According to them, although contradicting what generally 

claimed about ties on the route and proven by the above quote, this is due above all to a 

generalised precariousness involving the great majority of them, which makes difficult to 
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develop solidarity ties among compatriots. On these lines, Fayad’s and Mourid’s witnesses are 

representative of a wide agreement about the issue:  

“I have slept for a long time in Stazione Centrale, and lots of times I had my money and 

documents stolen while I was sleeping. At the beginning, I have tried to ask for help to 

other people there, but then I got it…if you have stability, you can help people. But if 

you don’t have it, you cannot. And no one there have stability”. (Fayad, Interview 22). 

Mourid brought up the same argument as Fayad when, at the end of his reception period, the 

workers of the Sprar asked him if he hadn’t some friends who could host him:  

« A friend that could host me? They are all in my same conditions…some of them don’t 

even have their documents yet, and those who got them are living into reception centres 

or in the street » (Mourid, Interview 7).  

Hence, the ethnic mutual aid that social bonds are theoretically made of hardly developed 

among asylum seekers and refugees on fieldwork because of too precarious and difficult 

individual conditions. Nonetheless, some exceptions have emerged. Firstly, it is the case of the 

South American community, which is well-established in Italy and mainly composed of migrant 

workers with their families. In this sense, it was not surprising to hear Angelica describing the 

essential support given to her by her ethnic community once arrived: 

“The thing that you can certainly find into the South-American community is help. When 

I arrived, I was hosted by a friend from school, who welcomed me as if I was her sister. 

And she also showed me a church because I am an evangelical Christian.  It is a mixed 

evangelical church, I mean there are also Italian, but we are mainly South Americans. 

This makes of it a real supportive net to me. It is not that they give me work or money, 

but…well, first of all word-of-mouth is central if you want to have some chances here. 

But above all, you are finally visible, and they understand what you are going through, 

because they experienced the same » (Angelica, Interview 20).  

Angelica’s path has been thus actually characterised by the experience of mutual solidarity, a 

form of reciprocal relationship in which “people sharing the same situation collaborate to obtain 

some benefits, representing a protection way more efficient than the one that each individual 
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could guarantee for him/herself” (Ranci in Licursi, 2010: 78). Interestingly, the mentioned 

“benefits” are interpreted by Angelica not only in terms of material support or bridging 

potentiality. Rather, she underlines the importance of being understood and of feeling to belong. 

In this sense, when they can be activated, social bonds may actually represent those “networks 

of solidarity and shared values within which the particular worth of members can be 

acknowledged” (Anderson and Honneth, 2005: 131) and their autonomy supported.  

Angelica’s is not the solely case in which ethnic-religious communities have played a positive 

role. Indeed, Fadel could count on the support of the Murid community, which is quite large in 

Milan and has its own building where to host community’s members in need: 

“Ahmadou Bamba is my God, he is my guide. And among people believing in him, we 

collectively organise, we make contributions every month to pay a house so that if there 

is someone in need, he can go there. It was what happened to me when I arrived. I knew 

that I would have found Senegalese street vendors going to the city centre, so I went and 

I asked to them. They told that ‘yes, there is a community house in Milan’. It was not 

surprising, there are houses of the community everywhere in the world. So, I knew that 

it must exist in Milan too. I knew that once found Senegalese people; I would have found 

the house. I have lived there for two weeks. Meanwhile, I’ve tried to find a place where 

to go. Because this is like a reception house, when you arrive you can stay if you need. 

You don’t have to be Senegalese, but to be part of the community of Ahmadou Bamba. 

You go there and you will have food to eat and a bad to sleep. But you must go away 

quite rapidly, you cannot stay there too much time, otherwise other people in need won’t 

have where to go. It would not be fair. It is for everyone, but just if you prove that you 

are working hard to find another solution » (Fadel, Interview 21).  

Hence, in the absence of family or friends’ connections in the receiving society, religious 

brotherhoods seem to be able to provide the initial support needed to avoid a rapid slipping 

towards conditions of serious deprivation and exclusion, which are difficult to retrieve. 

Likewise, the “capacity to live in community” that, according to Kamil, “is typical of us, 

Africans” may play a crucial survival role even in situations of extreme unrest. Indeed, Kamil 

was not the only one delivering accounts such the following: 
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« The job in Turin had finished, and it was so cold. I decided to come to Milan, because 

I know more people here, even if I have never found a job. But even if I have nothing, I 

can eat with the others like me. It is how it works at home. If other people know that you 

are not working, they share. I don’t know how it works for you Europeans, but in Africa 

is like this. If I know that an African brother is not working, if I have something to eat, 

I share. And if he finds a job, we go and look for food together, everyone contributes 

and we eat together. Today it is up to me, tomorrow it will be up to you. It is how it 

works at home. No discounts are made, what you do is what you earn and worth. But if 

you have nothing, you can eat with me, there’s no problem. Our life is very clear and 

simple » (Kamil, Interview 3).  

In this sense, social bonds can actually represent a safety-net for asylum seekers and refugees 

in many different aspects. I have in fact proven that they both provide the adequate relational 

context in which to experience belongingness and to develop the necessary self-confidence to 

get away with one’s own precariousness. In addition, they function as concrete material support 

both for shielding them from social and economic exclusion and for implementing a survival 

network providing for basic needs. Unfortunately, social bonds in terms of ethnic communities 

is not something widely experienced by asylum seekers and refugees met on the field. 

Nevertheless, I will show hereafter that those which are theoretically conceptualised as social 

bridges can sometimes and gradually be affected by the development of emotional nuances, 

blending thus the two above mentioned types of relationships together.  

5.3.3 Hybrid ties 

In some cases, ties originally developed as help relationships lacking emotional links have 

proven to gradually fill with affection, providing that family warmth and moral support aspired 

by asylum seekers and refugees. The progressive transformation into an affective network 

seemed to take place thanks to the extended sharing of common places and time among asylum 

seekers and refugees and their supporters. Indeed, I have already underlined that the amount of 

time spent together is one of the variables that determine the strength of ties according to 

Granovetter’s theory. In this sense, only those civil organisations privileging informality and 

aiming at the collective development of alternative solutions imagined with and managed by 

asylum seekers and refugees themselves have proved to be involved in such a change. It is the 
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main reason why this sub-paragraph is focused almost exclusively on the experience of Ri-

Make and of the association Mshikamano. Indeed, as the hereafter reported words of an 

employee of the Naga-Har illustrate, the experience of genuine friendships among civil 

organisations’ members and asylum seekers and refugees is something rare because of the 

manifest power imbalances at work whenever one of the two subjects of the relationship needs 

help and the other is the one possessing the tools to provide it: 

“With some people, I keep being in contact after years. Though, it is not something 

frequent.  It is difficult to consider them friends...it is about a relationship in which we 

are positioned on different levels: I am solicited because they are grateful or because 

they need help. Friendship requires an equal exchange, and I have seldom experienced 

it with asylum seekers and refugees. I mean, I don’t see myself telling them about my 

own business. I always feel a sort of disparity that does not allow me to go beyond the 

help relationship, as friendly as it can be” (E.M., Interview 35).  

It must be said that relational asymmetries among civil organisations’ members and asylum 

seekers and refugees are not completely erased even when a transformation of weak ties into 

strong ties has triggered. Indeed, their relationship often keeps being unbalanced by different 

life conditions, administrative statuses and previous experiences, regardless of reciprocal 

affection:  

“The real problem of the association is that we have different conditions and 

freedoms…it is important to understand this, we do not have all the same freedom. So, 

finally, you can do and decide things for the association that we cannot do and decide” 

(Mamedouh, Interview 16).  

Net of this heterogeneity of personal tools and possibilities within the group, the relationship is 

further unbalanced by the urge for giving power and concreteness to the organised initiatives, 

to the extent of tracing that top-down management mechanisms that are so strongly opposed 

discursively:  

“The biggest issue of Mshikamano is that we have no autonomy, I mean, we migrants. 

It’s you the one with proposals, you say what there is to be done and we do it. I was the 

president of the association, but I felt managed by you. If we were the ones managing 
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contacts and organisation…we would feel constraint and responsible of doing things 

well. Because, if we could manage contacts directly, we could really feel that people 

respect us, trust us, so we would feel more committed to the project. Instead, if people 

relate only to you, and we are simple executors…It is as if you were the mother of some 

children: if you make decisions for them, they will let you, because it’s easier, but they 

will learn nothing. This is how the association works in my view, even if we love and 

respect each other, which is already a great thing. You have to grant us some autonomy, 

some consideration. I feel like this. If you were not anymore those giving orders, but 

implementing orders, things would change. The fact of being a mixed association is 

already a surplus, we will certainly have more open doors because we have you with us. 

Though, it is important to be careful not to take all the voice away from us. Otherwise, 

I think that the association will not live long. Because if people do not feel responsible 

about something, they leave” (Ikram, Interview 12).  

Ikram’s reference to a “mother-child” kind of relationship is particularly tell-tale as it recalls 

Honneth’s application of Winnicott’s study about child maturational process to love-kind of 

relationships. If sane, this process should involve three distinct phases, namely “absolute 

dependence”, “relative dependence” and, finally, the development of “the capacity to be alone”, 

which, according to Winnicott, is “the stuff of which friendship is made”:  

“In adult relationships, the process of merging obtains its very condition of possibility 

solely from the opposite experience of encountering the other as someone who is 

continually re-establishing his/her boundary. Because the assurance of care gives the 

person who is loved the strength to open up to itself in a relaxed relation-to-self, it can 

become an independent subject (…). In pathological cases, the reciprocity of the 

intersubjectively suspended arc is destroyed by the fact that one of the subjects involved 

is no longer able to detach him/herself from the state of egocentric independence or from 

that of symbiotic dependence” (Honneth, 1996: 105-196). 

Actually, the association Mshikamano has proven to be struggling against “strong mechanisms 

of delegation” (Mshikawhite, Interview 40) that contaminate the attempt of balancing the 

relationship among the subjects of the group. The latter seems to be due both to activists’ 
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difficulty in getting rid of their “egocentric independence” and by asylum seekers and refugees’ 

fatigue in detaching from “symbiotic dependence”, as the following excerpt from fieldwork 

may illustrate: 

“Tonight, there will be a dinner organised by the association, so we have planned to 

meet at 11 a.m. to start cooking. When I arrive, only Moctar and Sadoun are in the 

kitchen, the others are hanging around. I ask them why they are not at work. « We were 

waiting for you, for your directions », they answer. S. gets angry, she tells that she is 

tired to have to tell them every time what to do, to have to anticipate them all the time. 

She feels exhausted and disappointed about realising that they are still not able of 

managing the association alone. They seem to be awakened by her explosion, they enter 

the kitchen and they start working, trying to handle autonomously the preparation of the 

dishes. Nonetheless, B. struggles to let them lead. She corrects them frequently and 

monitor their work quite obsessively. S. asks her to leave space to them, she tells her 

that even if the dishes will not be perfect, it doesn’t matter, they will have to manage 

their mistakes and to improve themselves for the following time. B. nods, but she 

struggles to move away. Meanwhile, Aboubekr comes close to me and asks me to call 

his employer to get news about his salary, which is late. I tell him that he could call by 

himself, that it is a right of his to be paid, so he is not asking for something strange. He 

is absolutely capable of asking for information alone. He tells me: “Come on, do it for 

me please, I don’t feel at ease. You are like my mother, and a mother would do this”. “I 

am not the mother of anyone”, I answer insisting for him to manage the situation 

independently” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, July 2018).  

Indeed, the contamination of help relationships by affection represents a medal with two sides. 

On one side, literature has proven that “strong ties left unbalanced by weak ties result in the 

isolation of a network from broad segments of society” (Gurak and Fe Caces, 1992: 162). 

According to these theories, the shift from little encompassing linkages, useful for expanding 

individuals’ opportunities and contacts, while lacking emotional strength, to affective bonds 

risks to provoke a self-encapsulation of the group linked by the latter. In the same way, 

fieldwork has shown that for asylum seekers and refugees the experience of a recovered 
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communitarian and homey dimension through the participation to a mixed group mainly 

focused on its inside may endanger the enlargement of their social universe because of its 

tendency to self-confinement and self-sufficiency. Indeed, asylum seekers and refugees 

composing the association Mshikamano have little by little been losing the great 

entrepreneurship that pushed them to exit the reception centre and to get close to new people in 

order to expand their resources and networks. The latter was recognised by Italian associative 

members themselves, who have been wondering about strategies to break with the growing 

passivity of migrant members, which they state to be built on the confident assumption that 

they will be anyway helped because they are loved: 

“It is some time that I have not been feeling at ease with the associative functioning. 

There’s too much delegation, too much inaction on their part. It is as if they were 

projecting the relationships that they have with workers inside reception in here, while 

feeling reassured and safe thanks to the affection that has developed among us. I think 

that we should find a way to deconstruct or at least reshape with their help this family 

mechanism that certainly gives them serenity and confidence, but it also plugs their 

autonomy, meaning the development of an autonomous group of asylum seekers and 

refugees, which, supported by Italian people, try to face some shared problems together 

and to imagine creative alternatives. I already told to them that they are treating us as if 

we were social workers, which we are not. We have the task to deconstruct ourselves, 

and our limits and inflexibilities, but they too must start a process of deconstruction. 

There is too much tendency to let oneself be carried. I am not ok anymore with the fact 

that everything starts from us” (Fieldnotes, Mshikamano, June 2018).  

Membership and the certitude of having someone to count on have thus somewhat slacking 

them off, festering some internal relational dynamics of blind entrustment and delegation 

towards Italian associative members. The latter is something that differentiate the here 

described “hybrid bonds” from social bonds as classically intended. Indeed, the sharing of a 

same condition and/or origin usually characterising social bonds allows a mutual responsibility 

among individuals. On the contrary, the development of affective relationships on previous 

social bridges, characterised as said by a divergence of conditions and statuses, does not help 
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the equal redistribution of responsibilities. Actually, it has both provoked the gradual loss of 

asylum seekers and refugees’ willingness to open up to new networks and initiatives and the 

development of an attitude of resting on the emotional security granted by the group. On these 

lines, it was particularly interesting to listen to Sidqi pointing out an explicit parallel between 

the communitarian dimension experienced at his country and the one encountered within the 

association Mshikamano:  

«I don’t like white people very much, because of many things. But I have to admit that 

they are hard workers, hats off. I remember one morning that I had to go out to submit 

my CV to some agencies. When I woke up, it was snowing so much. I thought: I cannot 

go out, it is too cold. I decided to go just to the train station to get my bike back. I arrived 

there, and I saw a lot of white people waiting the train to go to work, under the snow. I 

cannot forget this image, this gave me a lot of energy. You know, in Africa, in Ivory 

Coast people use to be lazy. It is problems that push you to work, if you don’t have 

problems you get lazy. If you think that if you don’t go to work you will have to sleep 

in the street, you will certainly go to work. But back at where I come from, there’s no 

way that I sleep in the street. There will always be a friend, or a relative, or a friend’s 

relative that will find a place for me, because of the great sociality that characterises our 

communities. Mshikamano works in the same way. It is a community that will support 

us, no matter what. And this is amazing, really. But it also pushes us to laziness. This 

linkage that bonds us together is so important to us, but sometimes it doesn’t help us in 

trying to get along by ourselves » (Sidqi, Interview 9).  

The comparison with home communities is not confined with what mentioned by Sidqi. Indeed, 

some interviewees’ accounts allowed me to recognise an additional similarity that materialises 

into the resources and time which are expected to be dedicated to the group and that could be 

diverted from the achievement of asylum seekers and refugees’ personal objectives: 

« As members of Mshikamano, you have to participate to the meetings, to dedicate hours 

of volunteering to make the project advance, to be ready for supporting the group, 

because you are fond of it. But sometimes you feel that you are not progressing on your 

own path. I give you an example: if we found a real job, one that fills all our time, we 
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could not come here and make the association live. It would close. We try to make a 

balance between the two things, but this holds us back compared to others who are 

focused on just one thing. Mshikamano is really important to us, but sometimes I feel as 

to be blocked. Many brothers outside tell me that it is a waste of time, and I watch them 

moving forward, while I am not moving. I don’t want to give up, because Mshikamano 

is my family here, but sometimes I think that I would have more chances focusing on 

just one thing » (Aboubekr, Interview 10).  

Nonetheless, there was not unanimous agreement on the issue. Indeed, other associative 

members challenged Aboubekr’s point of view by telling that the association has actually 

helped them in finding new opportunities thanks to its collective relationships: 

“I do not agree about the fact that the association blocks us. On the contrary, thanks to 

the association many among us have found job opportunities, because we have met lots 

of new people during the associative initiatives and we had the chance to show our 

competencies and to use these relationships also for spread the word about the fact that 

we were looking for a job or for a house. Many people that I know have arrived before 

me and do not have the opportunities that I have thanks to my participation in the 

association” (Fouad, Interview 14).  

A part from tempering the radical statement about the association being responsible of 

hindering asylum seekers and refugees’ advancement, Fouad’s account urges me to take the 

stance of those scholars who challenge Grannovetter’s argument about the fact that “No strong 

tie is a bridge” (Granovetter, 1973: 1364). In fact, in cases of hybrid relationships like the ones 

at work within Mshikamano, the “breeding of local cohesion” (Ibidem) typical of strong ties is 

actually mixed with weak ties’ ability to expand individuals’ networks and opportunities for 

integration. In this sense, the experience of Mshikamano gives strength to Barry Wellman’s 

analysis of ties quoted by Gurak and Fe Caces in their work about migrant networks, which 

states that “intermediate structures surely can also exist, with members situated in fairly well-

organized solidary communities with network ties (probably weak ties) spanning well beyond 

the solidary community” (Gurak and Fe Caces, 2010: 163).  
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Likewise, Mamedouh claimed that the group provided him with the initial functional tools to 

trigger a process of emancipation from institutional reception, which people lacking the same 

kind of bonds could not enjoy: 

“Mshikamano does not prevent me from finding a job, or from earning some money. 

Instead, Mshikamano is helping me in earning something from which to start. Thanks to 

my participation in the association I can provide to my basic needs autonomously. Some 

people at the reception centre are jealous because I often have notes of 100 or 200 euros. 

It is thanks to Mshikamano and the work that we do in here. Moreover, when I found 

that little job at the Chinese restaurant, has Mshikamano prevented me to go? Absolutely 

not. On the contrary, we studied my contract together to see if it was dignified, and they 

told me that whenever I felt exploited or insulted, I could report it to the association and 

we would have reacted together. Mshikamano opens the road for us and shows us our 

rights” (Mamedouh, Interview 16).  

Mamedouh’s account sheds light on the other side of the medal of hybrid bonds, namely the 

fact of functioning as a safety-net and to provide that moral and recognitional support needed 

to acquire awareness of oneself and of one’s own resources, being able to reactivate the latter 

and to struggle for claiming one’s right to a dignified life. This was recognised by both asylum 

seekers and refugees and Italian associative members, who unanimously identified in the 

enjoyment of an affective and psychological well-being an important element to start feeling to 

have the right to stay and to find one’s place in Italy: 

“I have the feeling that they could finally find a family dimension, in its positive 

meaning, namely solidarity, affection, sharing. I think this is something important and 

useful because it shows to them that there are people and places in Italy that are not 

hostile towards them, that it is actually possible to live together. Although there isn’t 

always an adequate and immediate response to contingent needs, be they documents or 

job, the bonds that have developed allows to experience the pleasure of staying together 

and the awareness of having contributed personally to the construction of something, 

where they can thus feel at ease and be themselves” (Mshikawhite, Interview 40). 
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The necessity of experiencing moments of lightness is indeed pointed out by asylum seekers 

and refugees themselves as something fundamental to “free” their minds and to give space to 

new ideas, to the extent of granting to it a survival importance: 

“It is fundamental to free one’s mind, to sing, to laugh, to dance in order to release stress 

and hate. When there is too much stress, too much hate, you look at everyone as they 

were enemies, you become mean and you cannot have good ideas for your future. With 

all these problems that flood our brains…but when I walked through the door of 

Mshikamano, I have started to look at them with less anxiety. I have found a family here, 

I feel entitled to have fun, to laugh with you. It could seem something stupid, but we 

really need to make our everyday life humanely liveable. I finally live my life, and it’s 

because of you” (Sidqi, Interview 9).  

In addition, being characterised by hybrid bonds which merge weak and strong ties’ 

potentialities, the group has proven to be able to function as an interpretative lens through which 

to understand their new social environment and to provide and spread information about asylum 

procedures and labour mechanisms.  

“What I know by now of the Italian society is thanks to Mshikamano. Because of the 

information that we share. I must tell you, frequently I take the information that I gather 

from Mshikamano and I give it to other people that ignore it. Many people ask me if I 

am inventing it up, because they do not understand where I could find all this 

information. But finally, they realise that I am telling the truth. Without this, I wouldn’t 

know anything, I would be lost. Imagine arriving to Italy and to stay there, at your 

reception centre, immobile. You are breathing, all right, but you are not really existing. 

It is through Mshikamano that I went to school, and I followed a professional training. 

Even the fact that I am working right now, without the support of the group I wouldn’t 

have found the courage to go out and look for a job” (Amjad, Interview 11). 

On these lines, I could gather a significant number of accounts stating that the group allowed 

them to develop the necessary feeling of belongingness to get out of the beaten track and to 

imagine alternative futures. The fact of “participating to the creation of something” has been in 
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fact directly connected to the feeling of being contributing to the society and, subsequently, to 

be a legitimate part of it: 

“Ri-Make is the only place where I can come and not be afraid. I am not scared to meet 

someone who could insult me, I am not scared to be stopped by the police. Even before 

the birth of the association. Here, I am finally quiet. And then, we decided to create 

Mshikamano to try to develop solidarity job projects, to help one another with the 

support of you, Italians. I’ve loved it from the beginning. Actually, I am a founder. It 

was born also by me, and I am very proud of it. We have started with paying 

transportation cards to every member, we weren’t cooking yet. We met here every week 

and we used to spoke about great projects, as if Italy belonged to us. It is good to feel 

like this” (Aslam, Interview 13). 

Finally, the emotional and moral support provided by the group has helped the development of 

a relational context able to enhance asylum seekers and refugees’ self-confidence and self-

esteem thanks to the awareness of being backed by the affectionate care of someone else. 

Indeed, this kind of support has proven to be fundamental for allowing them to feel legitimate 

to raise their head and to claim for their rights, denouncing abusive conditions:  

“You know that I have told to the Naga about how they treat us at the reception centre. 

The other day, one of the workers has come to me and told: ‘Salim, some people from 

the Naga came here to ask questions, I know that you know them…do you want to cause 

problems?’. Some time ago, I would have shaken. Instead, I have spoken to her with 

such a fierceness. You know why? Because I know that I have people watching over 

me. So, I told her: ‘When you look at us, you think that we are poor men, knowing 

nothing, ignoring our rights. You are wrong’. She was so surprised, but she got even 

angrier: ‘So you are admitting it, you went to the Naga, it is your fault if we will have 

troubles’. I answered: ‘Look, if you will have problems, the fault is of the way in which 

you manage this place. You are the only ones to be blamed. You think that we have no 

family here, that we are alone, so you think that you can do whatever you want with us. 

Well, I am going to teach you that we have people supporting us, we have people caring 

for us, we have people opening our paths’. It is thanks to Mshikamano that I dared 
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speaking like this, it is thanks to it if I wasn’t scared, and also, it is thanks to Mshikamano 

if she looked weaker than me for the first time” (Salim, Interview 17).  

In this sense, I feel as to state that the previously mentioned claim arguing that “having rights 

enables us to stand up like men’ (Joel Feinberg), to look others in the eye, and to feel in some 

fundamental way the equal of anyone” (Honneth, 1995: 120) may actually be reversed. Indeed, 

Salim’s account illustrates quite clearly that Feinberg and Honneth’s theory about the moral 

significance of rights is not unidirectional and that one could easily state that ‘to stand up like 

men, to look others in the eye and to feel in some fundamental way the equal of someone’ 

enables us to recognise ourselves as legitimate bearers of rights and to stand up for them.  

In this respect, the open debate about interpersonal relationships being the first or the final step 

of integration processes arises anew. Though, reconsidering it after the analysis and rational 

organisation of the gathered empirical material, I deem it quite sterile. In fact, all the functional 

elements and recognitional needs that I have tried to list and explain in this chapter are 

indispensable for integration processes to be triggered and directed towards the recovery of 

asylum seekers and refugees’ autonomy and legitimacy. Hence, in my view the subject is not 

to try to establish a hierarchy among elements that support integration. As a matter of fact, this 

is something that only asylum seekers and refugees are entitled to do, if their autonomy has to 

be respected. On the contrary, fieldwork has led me to think that one should try to identify the 

entire spectrum of integration dimensions, be they material, functional and immediately 

spendable or linked to a more intimate sphere of individuals, and to investigate which are the 

contexts and structures that may enhance them and how.  

Hereafter, I will close my editing work by providing some concluding remarks about this and 

the other issues raised by the interpretative analysis of my field data.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

In a quite inductive way, this research work has involved a multi-faceted reflection about the 

tension between the notions of integration and autonomy. Indeed, while having been triggered 

by the simple interest for civil society’s organisations and the potential role that they play in 

asylum seekers and refugee’s lives, fieldwork has bit by bit raised some important and more 

complex questions both about the meaning of integration for asylum seekers and refugees, 

which, if not carefully disassembled, risks to remain an empty signifier, and about the relevance 

of both the concepts for analysing and understanding civil organisations’ positioning within the 

wider scenario of asylum local governance.  

The multi-faceted nature of social integration: confronting recognition and redistribution 

Concerning the first level of reflection about integration, i.e. the one related to the actual content 

of asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes, I have showed that those directly 

concerned frequently value both functional and relational/recognitional aspects of their 

experience, giving relevance to the hypothesis that ““hard (practical, skill-oriented) and soft 

(emotional, well-being oriented)” (Sorgen, 2015: 244) dimensions are equally important for 

reaching autonomy. On these lines, I have argued that some “conditions of possibility” need to 

be deployed and enjoyed for recovering personal autonomy, which I have claimed to be the 

main objective of integration processes and intended both in terms of socio-economic and 

administrative independence and in terms of being able of mobilising societal resources, 

negotiating values and participating to the society while keeping one’s own subjectivity intact. 

On these lines, fieldwork has proved that those “conditions of possibility” are manifold and 

range from “certain social standards of living and degree of economic security” (Honneth, 1995: 

117) to “temporal-relational contexts supporting particular agentic orientations” (Emirbayer 

and Mische, 1998: 1005).   

In this sense, my scientific positioning approaches the argument proposed by the theorists of 

the well-known Capability approach, stating that “the capabilities to which all citizens are 

entitled are many and not one (...) and they are understood as both mutually supportive and all 

of central importance to social justice” (Nussbaum, 2006: 75). Of course, basic needs have to 



360 
 

be satisfied in order to survive. Actually, one cannot eat his/her relationships. And though, 

relationships may give you something to eat or the opportunity to earn it by yourself, bridging 

you to extended networks. Also, as many of the solicited interviewees have stated, a life based 

on the solely pursuit of a way to satisfy basic needs is a life with no existence. In order to 

socially exist, one needs to be present to him/herself as well as to be seen by others. The non-

satisfaction of such relational and existential needs could in fact trigger a “crisis of presence” 

(De Martino in Saunders, 1993: 883), plunging asylum seekers and refugees in a state of 

“psychological dissociation, alienation and loss of subjectivity” (Ibidem: 882), antagonist of a 

process aimed at personal autonomy. Hence, I have tried to illustrate that asylum seekers and 

refugees’ integration processes are actually multi-dimensional. They themselves have in fact 

almost unanimously recognised the multiplicity of apparently independent factors influencing 

their attempts of being and feeling integrated, ranging from functional elements to recognitional 

needs. Thanks to their narratives and experiences, I could actually verify my initial hypothesis 

concerning the fact that there cannot be social integration without just redistribution of 

resources, as well as there cannot be social integration without social recognition, and that they 

are both dependent on the existence, or absence, of relationships supporting their conditions of 

possibility. In addition, I have come to understand that not only redistribution may in some 

cases be considered as a matter of social recognition. Social recognition itself can in some way 

be interpreted as a matter of redistribution. Indeed, if we assume that the “principle of 

achievement” (Honneth in Cox, 2009: 103) is one of the main variable on which social 

recognition is measured, hence that access to the labour market and to a regular salary are 

fundamental conditions to be considered as part of the society, one could say that the lack of 

social recognition which one is submitted to is the consequence of an unequal access to societal 

resources, which, vice versa, is due to an unequal granting of social recognition. The issue is 

not an easy one. Nonetheless, I am convinced that scientific analysis focused on asylum seekers 

and refugees’ integration would actually gain in investigating these two dimensions as mutually 

feeding each other and non-resolutive one without the other.   
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The “Civil dilemma” 

At the same time, based on my empirical analysis I feel as to argue that civil organisations may 

actually represent the places where asylum seekers and refugees’ functional and recognitional 

needs are both taken into consideration, allowing the blending together of different dimensions 

of their integration processes that are usually managed separately, as if they were not 

intertwined. However, this is a very complicated task, and I have shown that many 

contradictions and criticalities arise from the attempt of undertaking it. On one side, civil 

organisations frequently find themselves in dealing with what I have called “the civil dilemma”, 

i.e. the seldom win-win choice between the valorisation of their counter-hegemonic power vis-

à-vis institutional policies and practices concerning asylum seekers and refugees’ reception and 

integration and/or the concrete and punctual satisfaction of the latter’s contingent needs. Indeed, 

the difficulty of taking a net positioning on one or the other extremes of the mentioned dilemma 

produces some distortions that end up undermining both objectives. Actually, the insistent 

claim about their unwillingness to substitute public services and institutional responsibilities – 

coupled with the economic and normative limits of their action - on one side hinders civil 

organisations to equip themselves with the adequate organisational structures and competences 

needed to relevantly answer to asylum seekers and refugees’ concrete demands, both making 

their intervention little incisive from the perspective of individuals’ functional integration and 

triggering feelings of disillusion and distrust among the latter. On the other side, the 

concomitant attempt of putting some temporary patches to institutional holes, which often 

produce structural injustices and a high degree of precariousness concerning asylum seekers 

and refugees’ life conditions, somewhat ends up weakening civil organisations’ conflicting 

potential, counteracting their eventual transformative capacity at the level of society. For sure, 

what just said is differently declined according to every specific civil organisation. Indeed, 

ranging from the most conflictual and informal one, i.e. the association born within a self-

managed social centre, to the most collaborating and structured one, i.e. the trade union and its 

multi-stakeholder project, the unbalance brought about by the civil dilemma takes very different 

degrees. One of the biggest limits of this research work is indeed the fact of not having 

accounted enough for what differentiates the observed organisations, sometimes falling into the 

error of considering civil society as a homogeneous entity, which is not. Nonetheless, what 
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resulted clear from fieldwork is that the civil dilemma is actually experienced by all of them, 

though with different extents and motives.  

An “implicit system of civil governance” 

To this is added the reflection about the networked dynamics among civil organisations. Thanks 

to the extended observation carried on from their internal, I could in fact guess the existence of 

what I have called “an implicit system of civil governance”, building on Bob Jessop’s proposal 

about “heterarchic modes of coordination” (Jessop, 2013: 14). In this sense, I was able to 

recognise the existence of an intricate and lively network among civil organisations, which is 

activated whenever is needed mainly through personal relationships, word-of-mouth and 

migrants’ movement and built on an implicit “shared horizon of meaning” - namely to ensure 

asylum seekers and refugees with the right to reception, survival, autonomy and recognition 

beyond, alongside and in place of institutional structures - which actually stands among them 

despite their differences. Nonetheless, Jessop’s mechanisms of “regulated self-regulation” 

(Jessop, 2013: 16) have proven not to be actually at work, at least in their “regulated” 

component. Indeed, and unfortunately, the unspoken and uncoordinated nature of the observed 

reticular pattern has not yet allowed nor the organisation of an ordered and comprehensive inter-

organisational supportive system or the development of a collective civil discourse strong 

enough to influence public policies, discourses and practices and it has often confined civil 

organisations to be either crutches of a fallacious system or claiming antagonists unable to 

stimulate the social change. Indeed, while the migratory issue, asylum in particular, has the 

merit of having awaken the social tissue and a networked work of grassroots and local political 

reflection and social action in Milan, this has not yet resulted in an explicit and structured 

alliance among different civil organisations, whose self-centredness and ideological 

divergences finally seem to prevail, reducing their networked capability to ad-hoc and 

circumscribed interventions. In this sense, I could not observe the existence of a mature and 

stable territorial network where “network connected resources, experiences and social practices 

constitute “‘social morphologies’ able of producing endogenous forms of development’ 

(Fanfano, 2001: 361)”, capable of “not simply stimulating receptive answers to an initial 

territorial emergency, but rather of promoting an actual integration, with beneficial effects on 
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the improvement and development of the involved communities” (Cresta and Greco, 2018: 

111). It must be said that the inductive nature of these reflections, which have arisen from the 

in-depth observation of a limited number of civil organisations, coupled with the limited time 

of fieldwork somewhat enforced by the structure of the doctoral training, has not permitted to 

broaden the analysis to the multiplicity of other civil organisations engaged in supporting 

asylum seekers and refugees outside the institutional meshes. Their existence, daily work and 

networked relationships could be only superficially guessed thanks to their frequent being 

named within the four selected actors. A second step of analysis involving them directly would 

in this sense allow a better observation and understanding of the actual existence (or non-

existence) of the mentioned “implicit system of civil governance” as well as of its real impacts 

on asylum seekers and refugees’ individual experiences and on societal approaches to asylum 

and migrations more in general. Hence, future analysis of the latter would gain in focusing on 

the entire reticular system of civil support, rather than on collective organisations’ single 

interventions. In my view, this would help a wider understanding of informal reception’s 

potentialities, which, being networked, cannot be guessed but by giving relevance and space to 

inter-organisational relationships.  

The importance of conflict and complementarity between civil society and the State 

Finally, concerning the relationships among civil organisations and public institutions and 

services, fieldwork has allowed me to refute the existence of dynamics of institutional 

governance, where the State is considered “as part of a network of agents” (Bottazzi, 2007: 72), 

within which it should play the role of providing “the institutional ensemble charged with 

ensuring some coherence among all subsystems, the source of a regulatory order in and through 

which they can pursue their aims” (Jessop, 1998: 42). For sure, public authorities produce a 

normative framework within which civil organisations are theoretically constrained to move. 

Indeed, I have shown that this very framework contributes to the limitedness of their 

intervention. Nonetheless, this is not produced with the aim of coordinating the autonomous, 

though interdependent, work of civil organisations. On the contrary, fieldwork has proven that 

relationships between the selected organisations and public authorities are mainly characterised 

by implicit delegation and intermediation, with civil organisations frequently trying to stretch 
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the normative limits imposed. Collaboration has occurred only in the case of the union project, 

where institutions have anyway stepped in only in a second phase and at the urging of the trade 

union itself. It is thus possible to confirm already existing analysis, which underline that the 

management of reception and integration in Italy “reminds to a top-down (centralist) 

relationship (…) where conflicting frames emerge between tiers and, as a consequence, the 

cooperation is far from being obvious” (Ambrosini and Campomori, 2020: 5,6). At the same 

time, in the wake of the many critical scholar quoted, I am not convinced that a governance 

scenario would be desirable. Indeed, I have initially mentioned that part of contemporary 

literature on the subject sees in the current strive for governance dynamics the risk of a sliding 

of civil organisations towards a “benevolent and tendentially uncritical attitude” (Busso and 

Gargiulo, 2017: 138), resulting in the gradual “de-politization of civic activism and to the 

stigmatisation of social conflict” (Kutay, 2015: 26), which I consider necessary to social change 

aiming at social justice. In this sense, I agree with those scientific interpretations claiming the 

complementarity of civil society and “the State”, though maintaining the social value of conflict 

and contestation intact. The observed civil organisations have frequently mirrored such an 

argument stating their position of non-neutrality vis-à-vis national and international norms and 

policies of asylum. Indeed, they have frequently proven to use their competences, knowledge, 

networks and experience to facilitate asylum seekers and refugees’ inclusion chances 

contrasting, challenging or modifying the institutional impact on asylum seekers and refugees’ 

life.  

To sum up, I believe that to support asylum seekers and refugees’ autonomy means to give them 

the instruments, both material and relational, to value their own individual specificities, in terms 

of competences, experiences and expectations, though urging them to engage a realistic 

dialogue with the actual opportunities and overall norms of receiving societies. This does not 

mean in my view to refrain from organising institutional reception structures, even considering 

that many among them actually witnessed to need a period of recovery and adjustment once 

arrived. It means though that these receptive paths would gain in being declined on an individual 

basis for each of them, although remaining under the umbrella of general guidelines. The choice 

to be made is not between a total withdrawal from reception responsibilities on the pretext of 

“leaving people free” or a standardised offer of services that does not take into consideration 
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subjective histories, possibilities and inclinations. Institutional reception and integration 

devices must exist and take care of asylum seekers and refugees. Indeed, I have already 

underlined throughout the pages of this work that I agree with scholars pointing to the 

unreplaceable and fundamental resources and capacities of public authorities for organising a 

concrete support to the autonomy of individuals, most of all in redistributive terms. Though, 

asylum seekers and refugees experience of reception and their integration processes would 

certainly be positively affected if the responsibility of “taking care of” them, which I have 

frequently mentioned, was characterised by the fact of considering the individual asking for 

protection in his/her specific subjectivity, thus filling reception with recognitional nuances and 

modelling its rules to put them at the service of the valorisation and emancipation of the subject 

by deploying “the conditions for the Other to express his/her own resources and potentialities 

freely” (Caputo, 2014: 125).  

Complementary, if aiming at the transformation of public services and at the urging of 

institutional responsibilities in this regard, the role of civil society cannot be limited to the 

provision of parallel services or, on the other side, of edifying but private and circumscribed 

relationships. Indeed, in order to influence and transform the organisation of reception and 

integration chances at a systemic level, civil organisations should try to generalise their 

subjective and daily relation with asylum seekers and refugees and to produce a collective 

discourse shared and strong enough to enter the hegemonical public sphere. The should thus 

overcome their being reluctant about officialising inter-organisational relations among groups 

belong a priori to different positioning and having different approaches and histories and to 

acknowledge their affinities in terms of “horizons of meaning” in order to develop those 

“common discursive resources” (Bona, 2018: 69) that they need to foster public, critical 

reflection.  Otherwise, they risk limiting themselves to “a weakened public sphere with neither 

the institutional apparatus nor the discursive capacity to seek accountability from political and 

civic leaders” (Gaynor, 2011: 499) an to trigger some structural social change. Another issue is 

if the latter can be done remaining outside the institutional framework of asylum local 

governance or not and it represents an unresolved question within the context of this research. 

The observation conducted for more than one year has in fact allowed to underlined light and 

shadows of both positioning. What is quite clear though is that by now the observed civil 
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organisations do not seem to have the strength to make a real transformative pressure on the 

institutional interpretation of the responsibilities concerning reception, integration and 

multiculturalism, while institutions on their part have shown to often act negatively on migrant 

subjectivities, which have frequently claimed to feel voiceless, lacking control and disoriented.  

Certainly, this work could be blamed of “overlooking excessively local authorities”, 

considering that “the emphasis put on the virtues of civil society risks overshadowing ties and 

relationships more or less consolidated among public administrations and the Third Sectors, as 

well as between politics and associationism” (Campomori, 2008: 109). In this sense, while 

defending the capacity of my work to show both virtues and criticalities of civil organisations, 

I deem advisable for future research to grant some space to the direct investigation of the 

institutional approach and reaction in relation with the associational role for asylum seekers and 

refugees’ integration processes at a local level, in order to provide the reader with both 

perspectives. At the same time, as earlier mentioned, I suggest that a wider involvement of the 

multiple existing civil organisations dealing with asylum seekers and refugees would enrich the 

analysis of the “implicit system of civil governance” of asylum on an urban basis. Finally, in 

terms of future researches aimed at stimulating concrete actions within the social universe they 

analyse, I suggest that attempts of stimulating the emergence and consolidation of already 

existing, though unspoken, imbrication and convergences among apparently different actors of 

civil society would actually have beneficial effects both for asylum seekers and refugees’ 

chances of inclusion and participation and for the well-being of single organisations, by now 

frequently stuck into a “civil dilemma” from which they struggle to exit separately. Indeed, I 

have shown that, being implicit and unofficial, the mentioned system of civil governance finally 

ends up failing to develop long-term solutions, which could help building some solid basis for 

the “conditions of possibility” of asylum seekers and refugees’ integration processes to develop. 

At the same time, it fails in developing a significant civil counter-hegemonic bloc challenging 

institutional perspectives and practices concerning asylum and integration. It must be said that 

the difficulty of civil society in structurally consolidating such a functioning is not atypical. 

Alberta Andreotti and Patrick Les Galès have in this sense recently underlined that “the analysis 

and reflections about the 1990s in Milan highlight the incapacity to “make system”, despite the 

dynamism of actors and the excellence that they express” (Andreotti and Les Galès, 2019: 28). 
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And though, this is a particularly relevant deficit considering that “the complexity of the 

questions that immigration arises results in the dialogue of an association with other entities 

and organisations being a resolutive condition for the efficacity of interventions” (Campomori, 

2008: 189). 

Hence, it is just when civil organisations will be able to constitute a coherent network strong 

enough to both support the development of comprehensive conditions of possibilities for 

asylum seekers and refugees’ integrations processes thanks to the explicit interconnectedness 

of their actions; and to enter and influence the hegemonic public sphere thanks to the 

development of a collective civil discourse, thus triggering a cultural change; that they could 

actually aspire to “enhance reception and integration not exclusively giving support and helping 

asylum seekers, but animating and coaching local communities to share their project and its 

intrinsic process, contributing in configuring a new “social morphology”” (Cresta and Greco, 

2018: 111, 119) of asylum and societal integration.  
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ANNEX 1. TABLES OF INTERVIEWS 

 

Interviews with Asylum Seekers and Refugees 

 

N°  Date of 

Interview 

Place of  

meeting 

Name Age Country of  

origin 

Date of  

arrival 

Way of 

arrival 

Job  

before arrival 

Administrative situation Present 

accommodation 

Present  

occupation 

1. 11.2018 Naga - Har Jelani 35 Burkina Faso 02.2016 Sea Mechanic 

And 

Trader 

Waiting for  

the first appeal 

 

Dorm 

Unemployed 

2. 11.2018 Naga - Har Hachem 

 

35 Senegal 07.2017 Sea Baker Waiting for  

the first interview 

CAS  

Mambretti 

Unemployed 

3. 11.2018 Naga - Har Kamil 47 Mali 2007 Sea Farmer Humanitarian Protection Street Unemployed 

4. 11.2018 Naga - Har Fred 35 Nigeria 05.2016 Sea Trader Waiting for 

The first appeal 

CAS 

Quarto Oggiaro 

Unemployed 

5. 10.2018 Naga - Har Muneer 26 Afghanistan 2011 Truck Interpreter Asylum   

Waiting for renewal 

Friend’s House Unemployed 

6. 05.2018 Naga - Har Sameer 33 Afghanistan 2009 Truck Mechanic Subsidiary Protection  Boss’s House Kitchen boy 

7. 09.2018 Naga - Har Mourid 43 Gambia 12.2014 Sea  Humanitarian Protection Ortles 

(Public dorm) 

Unemployed  

8. 07.2018 Naga - Har Mamoun 30 Senegal 2014 Sea Trader Waiting for answer  

to the second request. 

(Then got rejection) 

Ortles 

(Now in  

Germany) 

Unemployed 

9. 01.2019 Mshikamano Sidqi 27 Burkina Faso 04.2016 Sea  

Mechanic 

Waiting for  

the second appeal  

(Then got  

Humanitarian protection) 

 

Cas  

Magenta 

 

Storekeeper 

(Amazon) 

10. 11.2018 Mshikamano Aboubekr 30 Ivory Coast 01.2016 Sea Trader 

(Car parts) 

Waiting for 

the second appeal 

(Then got rejection) 

Cas  

San Zenone  

al Lambro 

(Now in France) 

Storekeeper  

and  

Kitchen boy 

11. 11.2018 Mshikamano Amjad 28 Sierra Leone 03.2017 Sea Student Waiting for 

the first interview 

Cas  

Cascina Gobba 

Cleaner 

(Temporary work 

cooperative) 

12. 09.2018 Mshikamano Ikram 26 Guinea Conakry 05.2016 Sea Student  

and artist 

Humanitarian protection Hub  

Bresso 

House painter  

(off-the-books) 

13. 01.2019 Mshikamano Aslam 20 Guinea Conakry 05.2016 Sea Taylor Humanitarian protection Sprar Milano Taylor (Internship) 

14. 01.2019 Mshikamano Fouad 26 Ivory Coast 05.2015 Sea Mechanic Undocumented House Mechanic  

(off-the-books) 
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15. 11.2018 Mshikamano Moubachir 22 Ivory Coast 2016 Sea Student Waiting for  

the first appeal 

Cas  

Rho 

Farmer 

16. 12.2018 Mshikamano Mamedouh 32 Senegal 2016 Sea Trader Humanitarian protection Cas  

Vaprio d’Adda 

Security 

(Temporary work 

cooperative) 

17. 11.2018 Mshikamano Salim 32 Ivory Coast 02.2016 Sea Driver and  

soldier 

Waiting for  

the first appeal 

CAS 

Cascina Gobba 

Cleaner 

(Temporary work 

cooperative) 

18. 09.2018 Mshikamano Sadoun 20 Mali 10.2015 Sea Student Humanitarian Protection House Waiter 

19. 07.2018 S.A.I. Esperanza 43 El Salvador 2012 Airplane Accountant Waiting for  

the first interview 

House Caregiver 

20. 07.2018 S.A.I. Angelica 44 Venezuela 01.2016 Airplane Tourism  

Journalist 

Waiting for  

the first interview 

House Cleaner 

21.  06.2018 S.A.I. Fadel 28 Mauritania 08.2015 Sea, Car Mechanic 

And Fisher 

Waiting for  

the first interview 

House Street vendor 

22. 07.2018 S.A.I. Fayad 21 Guinea 04.2017 Sea Student Waiting for  

the first interview 

CAS 

Ca’ Granda 

Student 

23. 07.2018 S.A.I. Assem 22 Guinea 08.2016 Sea Student Waiting for  

the first interview 

CAS 

Bicocca 

Gardener 

24. 07.2018 S.A.I. Tareq 30 Ivory Coast 2014 Sea Trader Humanitarian Protection Public Dorm 

(Ortles 

Gardener 

25. 06.2018 S.A.I. Sajed 28 Senegal 06.2016 Sea Telephone  

technical 

Humanitarian Protection Caritas’ Shelter Odd jobs 

26. 06.2018 S.A.I. Osmane 25 Nigeria 2015 Sea Trader Humanitarian Protection Caritas’ Shelter Unemployed 

(Beggar) 

27. 07.2018 S.A.I. Koumeil 38 Cameroun 2008 Sea Trader Asylum Street Unemployed 

28. 11.2018 Labour-Int Grace 27 Nigeria 04.2016 Sea Mother Waiting for  

the second appeal 

CAS 

Cascina Gobba 

MacDonald’s 

Employee 

29. 11.2018 Labour-Int Charif 30 Guinea 06.2016 Sea Teacher Waiting  

For the first interview 

Casa della Carità 

Shelter 

Cleaner 

(Temporary work 

cooperative) 

30. 07.2018 Labour-Int Kande 50 Cameroun 06.2016 Sea Housewife Asylum Casa della Carità 

Sprar 

Internship CAF  

Cisl 

31. 06.2018 Labour-Int Bilal 25 Cameroun 2016 Sea Farmer Humanitarian Protection CAS 

Corelli 

MacDonald’s’ 

employee 

32. 06.2018 Labour-Int Elardar 22 Burkina Faso 2016 Sea Student Humanitarian protection Sprar Linguistic  

mediator 
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Interviews with civil organisations’ members 

 

N° Date Name Organization Role 

33. 05.2018 E.B. Naga-Har Volunteer 

34. 10.2018 D.B. Naga-Har Employee and coordinator of the Naga-Har 

35. 09.2018 E.M. Naga-Har Employee and bridging figure between Naga and Naga-Har 

36. 01.2019 P.V. Naga-Har Volunteer and Responsible of the Italian school 

37. 04.2018 P.D. S.A.I. Responsible of the whole service 

38. 05.2018 E.C. S.A.I. Responsible for the legal area 

39. 04.2018 L.C S.A.I. Responsible for the reception area 

40. 01.2019 Mshikawhite Ri-Make/Mshikamano Activists and associative members 

41. 04.2018 A.G. Celav Responsible for the asylum seekers and refugees’ area. Referent for the 

Labour-Int project 

42. 04.2018 M.B. Cisl President of Anolf. Referent for the Labour-Int project 

43. 10.2018 A.L. EbiTer President. Referent for the Labour-Int project 

 



386 
 

ANNEX 2. MENTIONED PLACES, INSTITUTIONS AND ORGANISATIONS 

 

Institutions and Organisations 

ACLI (Associazioni Cristiane dei Lavoratori Italiani): Association of social promotion of lay 

Christians founded in 1944 for the fostering of work and workers, whose main areas of intervention 

are: active citizenship and social rights, social and fiscal assistance, professional training, 

immigration, cultural animation. It constitutes itself as a diffused network of services, enterprises, 

projects and specific associations all over the country and abroad.  

ARCI (Associazione ricreativa e culturale Italiana): Association of social and cultural promotion 

founded in 1957 in Florence as an organisation for the protection and development of people’s houses 

and recreative circles. Nowadays, its main aim is to promote culture, sociability, rights, solidarity and 

participation through the diffusion of manifold associations and clubs all over the country. Arci 

Scighera, quoted at page … is one of the knots of the association.  

Casa della Carità: Catholic receiving structure for the temporary accommodation of adults in need, 

providing additional services such as legal advising, medical check, professional inclusion, first 

reception and orientation on the territory. The organisation hosts 8 places included in the Sprar system 

and dedicated to “vulnerable” refugees.  

Casa dei Diritti: Municipal spot combining services cultural and awareness-raising campaigns 

against discriminations 

CASC (Centro Aiuto Stazione Centrale): Municipal help centre for the first orientation in Milan of 

people in need.  

CELAV (CEntro di Mediazione al LAVoro): Municipal service charged of facilitating the insertion 

of unemployed people, with specific attention to those experiencing disadvantaged life conditions 

Comunità di Sant’Egidio: “Public association of laity of the Church” originally born in Rome in 

1968 and constituting a volunteer service to “the poors” 

Free clinic of Via dei transiti 

ManiTese: Italian NGO focused on social, economic and environmental justice and Onlus formally 

recognised as a charitable trust 
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Opera San Francesco: catholic volunteer association founded by Capuchin friars in Viale Piave 

providing free help to people in need. In particular, they offer the following services: canteen, 

showers, cloakroom, clothing drive, free polyclinic and social assistance 

Ortles: formally named “Casa Accoglienza E. Jannacci”. Public structure for the temporary 

accommodation of homeless adults in need  

Saponaro: charity canteen named by users with its geographical location in the city (Via Saponaro) 

Scaldasole: Municipal department for immigration policies, informally named by users with its 

geographical location in the city (Via Scaldasole) 

The Sportello: service of the Naga-Har specifically focused on supporting asylum seekers and 

refugees with their asylum requests and relationships with the reception centres. 

Todo Cambia: Formally recognised Milanese association founded in 2001 whose focus is anti-

racism, multiculturalism and social justice 

Tricolore: charity canteen named by users with its geographical location in the city (Piazzale 

Tricolore) 

Varese 

 

Cities and places  

Brenner 

Bresso 

Genova 

Linate Airport 

Lissone 

Malpensa Airport 

Piazzale Lodi 

San Siro 

Turin 

Ventimiglia 
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ANNEX 3. MAPS of MILAN with mentioned places, institutions and organisation 

 

Map1. Directions towards cities and places outside Milan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map 2.  Square 1 



389 
 

Map 3. Square 2 

 

Maps 4. Square 3 
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