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My task which I am trying to achieve is,
by the power of the written word,
to make you hear, to make you feel –
it is, above all, to make you see.
That – and no more, and it is everything.
Joseph Conrad (1897)

The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’: A Tale of the Sea.
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Abstract
Asylum has been a topic of heated debates in the past years. Policies are created and their
meaning and outcomes are constantly negotiated. This thesis argues that the space in
which these discussions take place can be approached as an arena. Following the concept of

a humanitarian arena by Hilhorst and Jansen (2010), it pays attention to the formal and
informal strategies actors use to reach their goals. Describing and analysing the creation
and performance of the narratives of government officials, NGO staff and West-African
migrants, this thesis aims to provide more insight in the viewpoints of these actors.

Ethnographic fieldwork has been conducted on the island Malta. As a boarder State of the

European Union, this island has experienced a high amount of asylum claims in the last
decade. By focussing on the three aspects of Islandness: Identity, Immobility and Isolation,
it observes how specific characteristics of a space influence dynamics amongst the actors
and their narratives within the asylum arena.

Key words: Asylum Arena, Migration, Islandness, Performance, Narratives.
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Introduction ~ A Problem Analysis

E

veryone has their own story to tell. That was what attracted me most in Anthropology;

the belief that each person can teach you something, no matter the age, gender, social

status or ethnic background. I always had a special interest in the stories of refugees and
migrants. When I started with the Master International Development Studies, I already

knew I wanted to focus on this area. What intrigues me is the different reactions people

have towards migrants and refugees. Many different stories are being told about these
groups. On the one side, there are the people who see refugees as the purest human form.

They relate to the suffering of these fellow human beings and go through all lengths to

assist them. On the other side, there are the people who see refugees as a threat to their

society, seeing them as outsiders. I have wondered where these strong sentiments come
from and how people of these groups can find ways to communicate with each other. Of

course the world is not as black and white as I picture it here. There are a lot of sentiments
that lie between these groups, and people can change in their perspectives. This change of
perspective can be achieved by enquiring new information. However, I have found that the

different groups within the asylum debate are mostly reproducing their own stories,

instead of really communicating with the other groups. I believe that, if we ever want to
resolve this debate, it is necessary to be aware of all the stories, to create places within
society where people of the different groups can meet and really communicate. For now

there is not much direct contact, no real conversations are taking place. The front page

picture clearly illustrates the situation in Malta. People are in the same place, but there is
not contact. They do not even see each other. I aim with this thesis to tell some of the

different stories, so the reader can come to understand the different groups better. To hear

what they are saying, and to really see the Other.
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1.1 A Story about an Island
Once upon a time there was a small island group in the Mediterranean Sea, called the

Maltese Archipelago. Many of its inhabitants adore their small islands. Some have never

even left it, finding Malta has all the best the world has to offer. There is sunny weather,

rocky beaches, clear blue water, beautiful architecture and tasty pastitizi. Most people are

busy with their daily lives and do not pay much attention to international news. They feel
shielded off from the rest of the world. However, in the last decade many migrants have

landed on the island while on their way to Europe. Malta has been referred to as one of the
gatekeepers of Europe, because of its location at the centre of the Mediterranean; about
290 km north of the coast of North Africa (see Appendix 1). The amount of migrants

increased dramatically after Malta joined the European Union in 2004. By 2012, a total of
15.000 migrants had arrived by boat to Malta (Human Rights Watch 2012:3). The majority

of these arrivals were Sub-Saharan Africans, presumably departing from Libya en route to
Europe (Pisani 2011:27). Up to 2014, Malta received the highest amount of asylum seekers

in the world, in comparison to its size and population. The struggle of the government, nongovernmental organizations, and the migrants in telling the right stories in order to justify
their presence in Malta, is on a micro-level what is happening on a bigger scale within the

European Union, and in the world for that matter. Because of the size of the island, it is
possible to discuss the arrival of migrants and the effects this has on the whole society.

1.2 Objectives and Relevance
The objective of this research project is to describe and explain a phenomenon. The aim is
to be able to explain how discourses are shaped by people and in turn shape peoples
reality. In addition, this research will describe and analyse the narratives actors create and

perform to influence asylum policies and practices. The focus will be on the strategies
implemented by actors to reach their professional and personal goals. Which settings are

selected to perform a narrative? Which labels and terms are chosen to best convey their
messages? Furthermore, this research will look into the relationships amongst the different
actors and how these influence, and are influenced by, their narratives.
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The relevance of this research is twofold. The societal importance lies in the focus on

asylum practices. These have been a hot topic in the last years. The media, governments
and international organizations are involved in a heated discussion on the importance of
the asylum system; who is entitled to make use of it, who is entitled to execute it, who is

entitled to check if it is functioning properly? The narratives surrounding asylum are so

varied, that people tend to believe everything without looking at a story from different
sides. With my thesis I have aimed to tell the stories of different groups in one place, as well

as how these stories have been created. By doing this I hope to create more understanding

for the different actors. How do they come to tell a certain story? What is their reasoning in

choosing a specific angle and discourse? I also want to look at which frames and labels are
being used by the different actors. Hold the terms that are being used the same meaning for
the different groups? More understanding amongst the different actors may lead to real
conversations within the asylum debate.

The scientific importance of this research lies in my focus on the social side of policy. What
happens to a policy when it is put into society? As so many people are involved, there is not

a straight outcome when policies are put into practice. The individuals working in
organizations all have their own ideals, visions, interests and priorities (Hilhorst 2003).

Based on these they make sense of policy discourses, translating and transforming policies
while putting them into practice. Organizations and institutions do not stand apart from

society. They influence this social field and in turn are influenced by society. Hilhorst and
Jansen (2010) have conducted research on how the meaning and outcomes of policies
regarding aid are formed within a refugee camp. They refer to this as the humanitarian
arena. For this thesis I argue that the institutional level of asylum policies can also be

approached as an arena. On the one hand, this thesis contributes to further theoretical
understanding of the role of narratives in shaping the arena. On the other hand I take into

account how the setting of an arena leads to specific narratives. I aim to look at how asylum
policies result in the performance of specific narratives as a tool to reach personal goals. As

it is a space in which different parties are interacting constantly, negotiating and co-

shaping the asylum policies together. In the coming chapters I will describe how terms

such as ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘refugee’ are differently interpreted, and narratives are twisted
12

to fit a discourse or policy standard. There is a friction between formal and informal
narratives. How are the formal policies put into practice within the asylum arena? And how
do the different actors perform their specific narratives to reach their goals?

With a topic like asylum, not only national rules and legislations have to be followed. Also

international agreements have to be taken into account. The formal policies concerning
asylum and migration are based on international guidelines. There are international

agreements on the definition of ‘the refugee’. Malta, as one of many countries, has signed
international agreements on protecting refugees. However, despite guidelines from the

UNHCR, Malta has the right to develop their own system of how to determine which asylum

seeker deserves a Refugee Status. Here lies the friction in having to uphold international
agreements and the will of the local population to host refugees. This struggle is found in

more Western countries, which brings me to another aspect of the scientific importance of

my research. By studying the narratives surrounding asylum policies on Malta, I have

aimed to obtain more insight in how global processes, such as those of migration and

securitization, are being localised in the narratives of the actors living on a small island like

Malta. Narratives can serve as a form of sense-making of external issues and events
(Edwards 1997; Schiffrin 2006). Situated narratives can provide links between macro- and

micro-contexts. Standpoints and worldviews adopted in the narrative reflect aspects of the
broader socio-cultural settings of both the narrator and the narratives (Georgakopoulou
2007; De Fina 2008; Souto-Manning 2014).

Islands in particular form a valuable setting to study migration. As King (2009) explains,

islands can be seen as a metaphor for the world; places that are both tangible and symbolic,

just as Malta’s asylum arena is both symbolic as tangible in the space of the island. Islands

expose and accentuate emergent migration patterns and their role within the world
system. The Mediterranean islands have turned into vibrating spaces of migration issues,

such as the management of maritime migrants, detention, hospitality, and the intertwined
interventions of local, national, and supranational institutions (Bernardie-Tahir and
Schmoll 2014). What Cuttitta (2012 in Bernardie-Tahir and Schmoll 2014:94) notes about
Lampedusa can also be said about Malta;
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“It is as if Europe’s sea borders were concentrated on the island, a place where the
ordering of bordering is constantly “performed” as in a theatrical production.”

This “performance” is done through narratives. In narratives about islands the size plays an

important role. This reflects an aspect which is believed to be one of the major
characteristics of islands, their smallness. Lemaire (2014) states that such characteristics
are part of a social construction of island life, known as Islandness. Bernardie-Tahir and

Schmoll (2014) explain this construction as being based on three ‘i’s; immobility, isolation,
and identity. On islands time moves slower and change occurs very gradually. They are

places of remoteness and solitude and there is a collective island identity, which stands for
retaining traditions and local cultures. Following the narrative inquiry approach, which will
be further explained in the theoretic framework, the place where the narratives are told

has to be taken into account. Since this research is set on Malta, I want acquire more insight

in the importance of Islandness on the asylum arena and how it is reflected in the narratives
of the different actors.

1.3 Research Questions
To guide this research I have formulated the following main question;

In what ways do narratives of politicians, NGOs and migrants shape the asylum
arena and what effects do they have on asylum policies and practices?

To get to the answer to this question, the following sub questions have been drawn up;
‘How does the asylum arena take shape on Malta?’

‘Does Islandness contribute to a specific asylum arena?’
‘How are formal and informal narratives strategically used to influence asylum
policies and practices?’
The main question refers to the construction of the asylum arena. This refers to the
everyday negotiations among the different actors that take place in this social field. I have

included the narratives as I wanted to have a special focus on the stories that are being told
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by the different actors, as well as their experiences. What terms do they use, who do they
aim their stories at? Why do they choose a specific angle for their story and how does this

influence asylum policies and practices? How do their experiences shape the arena and
their views on the asylum policies?

The first sub-question addressed who the key players are in the asylum arena and how

they relate to each other. It has resulted in the identification and assessment of the main
stakeholders. Their official and social relationships have been unravelled, which was
relevant to understand the life worlds of the different actors.

The second question refers to the concept of Islandness. I have considered the location of

the arena, its history and traditions, and how these influence the actors and their practices

in particular ways. How do people associate themselves with the island? How is Islandness
reflected in daily life and the asylum narratives? The last sub-question looks at how

narratives are being used as a tool to influence the policies and practices of asylum. Within

the arena, people can produce a narrative which is fitted to their formal role, as well as

their personal narrative. Is there a performance of a certain narrative? What is the aim of
this performance? With combining these questions, I have intent to find out how narratives
shape the asylum arena and in turn how they are shaped by this arena.

15

Research Methods
There was no doubt in my mind; for my master’s thesis I wanted to do fieldwork. As a
trained Cultural Anthropologist, I love exploring new worlds, other people’s lifeworlds. Not

only interviewing actors, but also observing them in their ‘natural habitat’. Thus, I left for

Malta in February of 2015, for a period of six months. I came back to the Netherlands, only
to return again in October for another three months. To prepare myself for the field, I have

conducted a literature study. I reviewed the literature after returning, to understand the

data I had found better. This chapter will discuss my modes of research, the way of
collecting and analysing the data, and an explanation for my choice of conducting research
this way.

2.1 Research Approach and Design
I hold a constructivist approach to scientific research and the world in general. Everything

is made up by people’s interpretations; they display ongoing self-transforming actions and
perceptions while interacting with other actors. This results in a constant making and

remaking of society. My research has thus been based on actor-oriented theory, which fits

with this constructivist view. The focus has been on actors and how they create their
stories, how they use their networks of relations, resources and meanings at different

scales of organization (Long 2001:2). This has been a qualitative research, since the
research objective is to explore and understand a phenomenon. To be able to answer the
main research question, a case study has been carried out. I have chosen for a case study, as

this enables me to investigate a small number of naturally occurring cases. I have aimed to

obtain a holistic understanding of the current situation and context, not by manipulating
the behaviour and perceptions of the people, but by studying them in their natural setting.

Long and Liu (2009:71) point out that ethnography is useful when studying social

interfaces; ‘[It] calls for a detailed ethnographic understanding of everyday life and of the

processes by which images, identities and social practices are shared, contested, negotiated,
and sometimes rejected by the various actors involved.’ Ethnography is an effort to
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understand the meaning-making practices of actors in their specific contexts of acting and
thinking (van Hulst, Koster, and Vermeulen, 2015). The case study therefore has an

ethnographic approach. Through this approach I aim to make the reader understand the

way of thinking and living of the different actors. Ethnography may help the reader to
better understand why the actors tell the different stories.

2.2 Data Collection Methods
To increase the validity of this study, multiple data collection methods have been used. The

two main methods were in-depth interview and participant observation. What people said
in the interviews, have thus been checked with their behaviour in daily life.

The main way of data collection has been done through participant observation. Clandinin
(2017) has stated that the best way of studying narratives is, in addition to listening,

through observing and living alongside each other. Participant observation took place at
the interfaces, such as detention and open centres, meetings at or between different
organizations, at the office where government officials and asylum seekers meet and the
places where irregular migrants, asylum seekers and refugees meet with people from

NGO’s or religious groups. It is important to see the situation ‘on the ground’ when

studying narratives, because, as Levy (2010) states, reality may be quite different from the

confining rhetoric. Observing the practices of people working with irregular immigrants
has enabled me to analyse the factors that influence their definition of the social field they

work in. However, as Arce (1993:69-70) states, observing and describing is not enough.

‘We need to analyse how actors themselves assemble the multitude of processes that impinge

on their life-world, to understand how they socially construct their own practices.” In his
experience, people’s actions may not correspond with the aspirations put forward in their

discourses. Observation of the research population will allow for gaining an understanding
of how people interact and what they do. This will lead to being able to give a rich

description of the everyday lives of individuals. The aim will be not to intervene, but to

document what happens in the daily context. Data retrieved from this method is naturally
occurring behaviour and talk of the research population. Interaction with the research

17

population will lead to richer, deeper and accurate information. Contacts with the different
organizations, in order to negotiate access to the interfaces, have been made during an
internship at the People for Change Foundation.

Data has been captured in jot notes and field notes. The jot notes included words and short
phrases and logs. This enhances the accuracy and richness of the events of the day. These

jot notes have been worked out in field notes. In these notes I worked out the

conversations I had, including my explanations and interpretations at the time. Next to this,
I have described the context in which the conversations took place, and the physical and
emotional condition of the informants and their appearance and behaviour (Dewalt and

Dewalt 2010:148-9). I find this important, as it enables me to recreate the atmosphere in
which the conversation took place. The emotions of the informant may also influence his

expressed opinions at the time of the interview. In addition, a diary has been kept, to be
able to account for my emotions as the researcher, which may influence the collected data.
The diary has been used for self-reflection.

Observations in the field have been combined with information received from semi-

structured in-depth interviews. I have interviewed two former government officials, ten
employees of non-governmental organisations, and ten migrants and refugees on Malta.
The interviews with the employees were in a formal setting. I took notes during the
interview and taped them. The interviews with the migrants were much more informal.

They were held either at an informant’s or at my own home. During some interviews I took

notes, but none of the interviews were taped. I wrote down what was said shortly after the
interviews took place.

My initial idea was to make first contacts with government officials by requesting for
interviews by email. Unfortunately, no one replied. I then made contact through the

introductions of Professor Maria Pisani. She knew people who used to work for institutions
like the Refugee Commissioner and AWAS. I met another employee of AWAS at a workshop.

I had three indebt interviews with them. Even though I was unable to interview more

government officials, I did see them in action at different seminars and in the news,

proclaiming their narratives on asylum and immigrants. I also spent time in the waiting
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room of the refugee commissioner and AWAS, where I could observe their dealings with
migrants. First contact with NGO staff has been made through email, with them this
proofed to be a more successful method. After each interview, I asked for contacts of other

NGO personnel. Next to getting new contacts, this also provided me with an inside on the

relationships between the different NGOs. To get more involved in the NGO scene, I

conducted an internship at one of the organizations. This quickly made me part of the
group, as the NGOs work with a lot of international interns, who all get to know each other

and hang out, since the asylum scene is so small. Introducing myself and getting
introductions became thus very easy, especially when the ‘seminar season’ started, which

provided plenty of networking opportunities. In total I interviewed eight people,
participated in 10 seminars and had hours of hanging out and small talk. The first migrants

I met at the meeting centre of one of the NGO’s, Integra. After that I met some through my

internship and four at the seminars. Two of them were women, both from Libya and they
were the only women I managed to talk with. Halfway through my internship I met a man
from West-Africa who introduced me to many other West-Africans. With them I developed

a level of trust, making them comfortable enough to share many of their stories and

experiences on Malta. I do know something about the lives of East-Africans and Arabs, but

first hand stories and experiences are mostly from the West-Africans. The second part of

my research I had moved to Bugibba, where I really lived inside the West-African
community.

2.3 Data Analysis
During my fieldwork I have collected a lot of data. All the interviews have been typed out
based on the tapes and notes I made during the interviews. The things people told me

during small talk have been typed out in a separate document. I also kept a file with all the
information I gathered during the seminars; flyers, PowerPoint presentations, and the
speeches people held were send to me. But also who was present, who talked with whom

and what people told me during the breaks. I have described the location, the food, the
ambiance. Last I kept a file with links to articles in the Maltese media and what the different

organizations posted on social media. All these files have been coded. A coding scheme was
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developed, both from a top-down as well as a bottom-up approach. Codes have been

selected according to topics from the literature, the first interviews, and observations in the

field. Content analysis has been used to identify themes which were of use in the final
analysis of the data. Information about the organizations has been placed in formal and

informal organigrams (Malik, 1989). The formal organigrams show the official surface
structure of an organization, the way it presents itself to the outside world. Informal

organigrams, on the other hand, show what is beneath the surface; the deep structure that
reveals the “real” dynamics of the institution. These are personal alliances, informal power
holders and hidden agendas.
2.3.1 Narrative Inquiry
To study narratives I have made use of the tool Narrative Inquiry. I adopt Connelly and
Clandinin’s (2006) following definition of Narrative Inquiry;

‘People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they

interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal
through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the world
is interpreted and made personally meaningful.’
The narrative conception of experience can be studied through the three-dimensional
narrative inquiry space with dimensions of temporality, place and sociality (Clandinin
2017:90). Temporality turns the focus to the past, present and future of people and events.
For my research this will entail that the role of past events concerning migration have to be

considered. Next to these, the current situation of the different actors has to be kept in
mind. Last, future aspirations and expectations of the actors have to be included when
analysing actors’ narratives.

Place draws attention to the characteristics of where life events take place. As my research
is set on an island, it will mean that I have to look at the influence Islandness has on the
narratives. The concepts of immobility, isolation, and identity will be reflected in which

narratives are told and how they are told. Islands are thought of as immobile, change is

supposed to be happening very gradually. They are places of remoteness and solitude.
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Malta is in the process of creating a collective island identity, which stands for retaining
traditions and the local culture. It will be interesting to see how these aspects are reflected
in the narratives of different actors. Also, what does the sudden arrival of newcomers do to
these perceptions? How will the island’s society adapt? And how do these perceptions

influence the space to manoeuvre, not only for migrants, but also for politicians and NGO
staff?

The last dimension, sociality, relates to the individual and societal background of an actor.
It indicates that an actor’s narratives are founded on the individual’s moral values and
desires. To understand where these come from, one has to study an actor’s lifeworld.

Edmund Husserl was one of the first to speak about this concept, defining it as the world of

lived-experience. With this he means the taken-for-granted world of everyday social life.

This assumed intersubjective reality provides the foundation for the practical activities of
an individual in ordinary life (in Spielberg 1969: 159-163). Natanson (1973: 127)

summarized the lifeworld as man’s knowledge, interpretation, response, and organisation
of his experience. Arce (1993:69) has elaborated on this, explaining that lifeworlds are

based on understandings, values, expectations, and, related to the dimension of
temporality, previous experiences.

A person’s lifeworld is not an isolated object; it is connected to the society in which a
person lives. The individual’s narrative is shaped and expressed through the cultural,

social, and institutional narratives. For this research it means that politicians, NGO staff,

and migrants all make sense of policy discourses according to their lifeworlds. Their
different lifeworlds collide at social interfaces. Long and Liu (2009) define these as the

places in which interactions are focused on problems of bridging or contesting social and
cognitive viewpoints. In the case of this research, such interfaces can be found at detention
and open centres, at conferences on asylum related issues, or at the migration offices. The

space, in which these interfaces exist, can be described as an arena. Hilhorst and Jansen

(2010) use the term arena when talking about the space wherein humanitarian action

takes place. Here the actors negotiate the outcomes of aid. For this research I will be

studying the asylum arena; the space in which the different actors negotiate the meaning
and outcomes of asylum policies. These negotiations may take different shapes, such as
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written statements, violence, schemes avoiding the official process, or gossiping on the

street (Hilhorst and Jansen 2010). The realities and outcomes of these negotiations depend

on how actors interpret the context, the needs, their own role and each other. I will

determine the cultural, social, and institutional narratives by looking into formal and

informal social networks of government officials, NGO staff, and migrants, as well as their
interactions.

2.3.2 Content Analysis
Content analysis has been worked with to identify frames which were of use in the final

analysis of the data. Reese (2007) refers to frames as features that can be taken together, to
tell a larger story than the manifest narrative. He provides a working definition:

“Frames are organizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time,
that work symbolically to meaningfully structure the social world” (Reese 2001:11).

He emphasizes that the benefit of using the framing project to analyse stories is that it

“opens up more room for interpretation, captures a more dynamic process of negotiating
meaning, and highlights the relationships within discourse” (Reese 2007:152). Framing is
about selection and salience, making sense of issues and events. Entman (1993) explained

that framing refers to taking some aspects of a perceived reality and making these more
notable, as to “promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral

evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (Entman 1993:52). Entman has defined
four fame framing functions that can be taken into account when analysing narratives of
different actors. The first is to look at how each actor defines problems. These problems are
usually measured in terms of common cultural values. The second is how causes are

diagnosed. Which forces are identified as creating the problem? As a third Entman states

that within narratives the actors make moral judgments where they evaluate the causal

agents and their impact. At last remedies might be suggested, stories can be told to justify

treatments and predict their likely effect. This way of analysing narratives has especially
been useful when looking at the narratives of government officials regarding migration and
asylum, as they often refer to these topics as problems. However, the narratives of other
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actors within society also have to be taken into account, as they may influence the frames

used by the government. Van Bommel and Aarts (2011) point out that framing is not a
static, but ongoing process. “Framing is a construction of reality, shaped by cognitive
processes (referring to the way our minds work), by social processes (referring to interaction
with others who are ‘actually’ present), and by the continuous interaction between both” (van
Bommel and Aarts 2011:3).

2.4 The Researcher as a Narrator
When I started thinking about how best to tell the stories of the different people I met, an

article was published in the news paper, Times of Malta, with the title; Malta is almost the

Best Place in the World for Foreigners. A shockingly different view on life on Malta than
what I experienced during my fieldwork. The article goes on about great love lives, easy

friendships and amazing leisure times. I encountered discrimination, unfair or even unpaid
wages and exclusion by society. This clearly shows how important it is to know the angle of

the writer of an article, and his aim with writing it. Researchers and journalists, actually
everyone who tells a story, choose which story to tell and how to tell it. They decide what

to emphasize, what to leave out, what to change. It all depends on what they aim to achieve
with the story, and who they tell the story to. According to me, this does not imply that we

should then stop listening to stories all together. Which stories people tell, how they tell it,

and who they tell the stories to, can all teach us something. Keeping all these things in
mind, will only enrich our understanding of the content of a story and of the storyteller.

As a researcher, I have chosen a topic to write about, I have selected people to talk to and

while writing I have decided which stories to pass on, and in which order. I will thus use

the stories people told me, to tell my own story, to make a point. I believe that the
researcher influences the field and the data she collects. Even though two researchers may

find the same processes and organisational principles, they can never find the exact same
data, even if they enter the field at the same time. The researcher’s own life-world and

feelings at each specific time influence the data she collects, the way she analyses it, and the
way she writes it down. This is not a bad thing, but it is important for the reader of the
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research to be aware of. I have tried to account for my own influence on the data, by
keeping a journal during the fieldwork and by describing in this thesis not only the stories
people told me, but also the setting and the emotions of the people in the room (including
my own) for as far as I was able to interpret these.

In order for the reader of this thesis to understand my view on topics as asylum, migration

and life on Malta, I find it important to tell something about my personal life. Two months
into my fieldwork I met a man who turned my whole life upside down. We met at a
workshop of the organization I was doing an internship with. I thought; ‘What an
impressive man.’ He thought; ‘That is the girl I’m going to marry.’ The following week life

kept throwing us together (yes, Malta really is very small..). By the end of that week I also

knew I had found my partner for life. We have the same ideals, values and taste in food. But

there is one big difference between us, I have the documents to live and work in Europe

legally, and he has not. In fact he does not have any legal documents, not even a passport

from his own country, which he fled 20 years ago. While we are very sure about our love
for each other and our determination to spend our lives together, we are still –already two

years later- unsure on how to legalize this. Through my relationship with this ‘irregular

West-African migrant’, to name some of the many labels he has, I have experienced many of
the frustrations, insecurities, and disappointments that all migrants and asylum seekers go

through in their struggles to start a life in Europe. I am the first to acknowledge that this
gives me a certain bias towards these people. But I want to argue here that this is not a
negative thing. My relationship and the experiences following this, has given me a unique
inside and understanding of the lives of irregular migrants. I started my fieldwork

interviewing NGO personnel, attending seminars and working for a foundation. This made

me part of the ‘NGO-people’. Through my relationship I managed to swap sides. I became
part of the ‘irregular West-African migrants’, as much as a ‘White, High Educated Woman’
can be. This was very enriching for the data I was able to collect, as the people I met
through my Man, really opened up to me, telling me stories they would not easily share

with an outsider. I learned a lot about which country to claim, or which documents to
arrange to support the asylum narrative, as “Europeans love paper.”
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Since people have told me things that could compromise their position within Europe,
Maltese society or the organization they worked for, all the names are pseudonyms. For the

migrants I have also changed the countries they claimed to be from to other countries in
the region, so it will not be possible to trace their stories back to them.

The storyline of this thesis will be divided in four parts. I will start with the theoretic

framework, providing an academic lens through which to view the stories from the field.
Based on my research results, I have found that these narratives can be roughly divided

into three main topics; the migrant as a threat, the migrant as a beneficiary, and the

migrant as an actor of change. The following three parts of the thesis will discuss these
topics. At the end there will be a discussion and conclusion with a brief review of the
research questions.
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Theoretical Framework
3.1 Creating a Story
In this research one of my main interests is in people’s narratives; the stories they tell
about themselves, about their work, about the world that they live in. I specifically focus on

the stories they tell regarding asylum policies. The stories people tell, have been referred to

as narratives, yet they carry different meanings in narrative research. Scholars make a
distinction between ‘small’ and ‘big’ stories. Small story approaches refer to conversations

about ongoing or upcoming events, in which interaction is of great importance. Big story
approaches focus on life-stories and autobiographies (Bamberg 2006; Georgakopoulou

2006). Narratives are more complex than “just what people say”, being viewed as ‘an

interior based phenomenon’ and as ‘social actions’ as well as ‘embodied experiences’

(Clandinin 2017:89). Since what people say and their actions don’t necessarily agree, I will

focus on their whole narratives. These consist of a series of both stories and experiences.
They are filtered and interpreted as to provide meaning to the events in peoples’ lives.

What is important to consider when studying narratives, is why these are told. Edwards

(1997) has pointed out that each narrative has a function. What is actually being achieved,
socially and rhetorically, in the construction of a narrative? The narrator chooses a specific

angle and terminology based on his audience. Stapleton (2017) finds that the same basic
narrative is likely to be performed differently by different speakers. It depends on the
context in which they are interacting. Even the same speakers may perform the same
narrative in various ways within different settings. Through their narrative they reflect

their roles and perspective on the setting. Being in his formal role, a politician may perform

a different narrative than his personal, informal narrative. The formal narrative has been
strategically constructed with a certain achievement in mind (Alexander and Jaworsky

2014). This may not necessarily agree with his personal believes. Politicians form a clear
example of actors who perform a narrative with a specific goal. They aim to construct a

narrative in such a way that it addresses to voters. But what happens on the political scale

can also be detected within other organizations. Here the performance of narratives can be
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seen too; employees are carrying out the ideologies of the organization they work for.

When looking at the actors within the asylum arena, this will apply to government officials

from the departments working on asylum issues, as well as the staff of non-governmental

organizations. The latter has the task to create narratives that justify the presence of
asylum seekers as well as their own.

Not only politicians and NGO staff perform narratives. The performance scholar Jeffers has

analyzed a section of asylum policy, the refugee determination process, as a “bureaucratic
performance” (2012: 31-42). This process starts with the performative phrase “I claim
asylum” (2012:31). Nield (2006) explains that through this phrase, asylum seekers are
conjuring the law as well as themselves, “bringing themselves into being as refugees” (Nield

2006 in Jeffers 2012:37, original emphasis). The refugee determination process can be
framed as theatrical. Asylum seekers have to present two selves; “both what they are (the

material physical body of the performer) and also what they are representing themselves to
be (their ‘role’ within the performance)” (Nield 2006:64). The outcome of the determination

process depends for a large part on the narrative the asylum seeker has constructed, and
on how well he performed this in court (Wake 2013). McKinnon’s analysis of asylum claims

in US immigration courts showed that their success depended on their capacity to perform

credibility. “[They have] to speak well, narrate rationally, and modulate their affective

responses” (2009:216) McKinnon refers to this as the ‘‘paradox of enactment; they must be
logical but not too stoic, and emotional but not hysterical’’ (2009:216). For my research on

narratives surrounding asylum policies, the performance of these narratives by the
different actors and the locations of these performances will be taken into account.

3.2 Finding the Right Words
Each narrative feeds into a specific discourse. One of the main scholars who work on

discourse is Foucault. In his perspective, a discourse is ‘the domain of all statements’
(Foucault 1972/2010:80). It can be seen as an institutionalised debate on the meanings of

narratives. It places limits on what can be said that is socially acceptable. All that is said
within a discourse, the labels and metaphors used, forms a discursive formation. This is not
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a random selection of statements, but the result of a series of rules of formation. These

provide the conditions of (co-)existence, transformations and regularities for a particular
discourse. The rules indicate what is seen as legitimate or not within the discourse and thus

play a crucial role in the development of every discourse. It is important to note that
discourse is not just the result of language, but rather a social practice (Foucault 1972/

2010:50–55, 80). The rules of formation are the result of discussions, decisions taken by
authorities and the outcomes of research and evaluations. Discourses are influenced by

society and history, and as such can be challenged and are subject to change (Swanson
2008: 60).

Social and political life obtains its meaning through discourse. The process of establishing
meaning of a policy is complicated by pluralism and struggles for power (Mouffe 2005).

Each actor involved with a certain policy, tries to explain and implement the policy based

on his own discourse. This discourse may be used to obtain political power. Within the
asylum arena, an emergency discourse can be detected. Politicians portray the arrival of
migrants and asylum seekers to their voters as a crisis. What is, following Edwards (1997)

point, being achieved with the construction of these discourses? Bauman (2004) holds the

view that states deliberately fuel the discourse of a “migration crisis”. They depict asylum

seekers and refugees as forming a risk to the personal safety of citizens. This is, according

to Bauman, done by states in order to legitimize their own existence. Globalization has led
to a decrease of control of the nation-state over its own country. Multinationals and

governments from other countries can influence what happens in a nation-state as a result
of international treaties. In addition, the declining of welfare systems and growing of the

free market have made the foundations of state power break down. By associating asylum

seekers with criminal activities and global terrorism, the state can point out its importance
in protecting its citizens (Bauman 2004:51-2).

The “migration crisis” - discourse is not the only discourse on asylum. Hilhorst (2003:81)

states that actors are shaped within a plural discursive frame. Even thought the emergency

discourse seems to be dominant within the debate on asylum policies, there are always

parallel, lingering or emerging substitutes. The relations between these dominant and
alternative discourses are dynamic and lead to renegotiation at the social interfaces where
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the discourses meet. This way, the meaning of asylum policies and practices is renegotiated
in Malta’s asylum arena.

3.3 A True Story
Following Hilhorst’s (2003) view of a plural discursive frame, it can be concluded that

every group of actors has their own narratives regarding a certain topic, with their own

discourse to interpret things. These are dynamic and can change when coming into contact
with other information and events. When each actor holds his own discourse and creates
its own narratives, how can be decided who tells the truth? Several scholars argue that
searching for a true story is irrelevant. W. I. Thomas and D. S. Thomas already stated in

1928 that as soon as people perceive a situation as true or real, it becomes real in its

consequences. Actions are caused by subjective interpretations. Whether or not there also

is an objectively correct interpretation is of no importance, as this does not guide an

individuals’ behaviour. In addition, multiple truths, multiple realities may exist within an

arena. Long (2003) explains that individuals have their own view on the world, their own

reality. At interfaces, the realities of individuals meet and compete for validity. People can
also take over (parts of) each other’s realities. All these realities are shaped by discourses.
In order to understand asylum policies and how they are implemented, not the ‘real’
situation should be studied, but the perceptions of the reality of the individuals within the

asylum arena, as well as the existing multiple discourses on asylum. In order to find these,

one has to look for the interfaces where the actors and their discourses meet. Hilhorst

stresses that agency has to be taken into account when trying to understand the existence

of multiple discourses. Agency provides actors with knowledge and the ability to process
social experiences. Even though actors are influenced by (dominant) discourses, they can
simultaneously avoid or change these. As mentioned before, this is done by actors through

the strategic performance of specific narratives.

3.5 Conclusion

This literature study has made clear that a narrative is not only a story, but also the
experiences of an actor. To understand a narrative, the lifeworld of an actor and his place
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within society has to be studied. This can be done at social interfaces. Here interactions
between different actors take place, contesting viewpoints and addressing problems.

Locations to conduct research on asylum narratives could be detention and open centres,

conferences and migration offices. The space, in which these interfaces exist, has been
described as an arena. Within this asylum arena, actors negotiate the meaning and outcome

of asylum policies. To understand Malta’s asylum arena, the key actors have to be
identified, as well as their formal and informal relationships amongst each other.

The literature has also shown that actors perform certain narratives in order to reach their
goals. This is done by politicians, NGO staff and migrants alike. The same narrative may be
performed differently depending on the setting and the aim of the narrator. Performance

happens both in formal meetings and written statements, as in informal gossiping and
schemes avoiding official processes. For my research I will explore how formal and
informal narratives are strategically used to influence asylum policies and practices.

Each narrative is linked to an overarching discourse. This is not a random selection of
narratives, but develops from a series of rules of formation. These rules provide the

conditions of existence, transformations and regularities for a particular discourse. Within

Malta’s asylum arena the “migration crisis”-discourse appears to be dominant. Politicians

portray migrants as threats as to legitimize their own importance. They scare people into
voting for them. The “migration crisis”-discourse is not the only discourse on asylum.

Asylum actors are shaped within a plural discursive frame. There are parallel, lingering or

emerging substitutes within the debate on asylum policies. The relations between these
dominant and alternative discourses provoke a renegotiation at the social interfaces.

Actors follow different discourses, which entails that different subjective interpretations of
what is true circulate the asylum arena. The literature has shown that whether or not there

also is an objectively correct interpretation is of no importance, as this does not guide an

individuals’ behaviour. Actors have their own reality. At interfaces, the realities of
individuals meet and compete for validity. This happens through the performance of the
narratives of politicians, NGO’s and migrants within the Maltese asylum arena.
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Part 2 ~ Migrants as Threats
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“People fear that we could be taken over. Because of our size,
people are seeing more of these immigrants.”
Joe Azzopardi i,

Spokesperson of Malta’s Ministry of Justice and Internal Affairs

W

e enter a big hall of the Corinthia, a four star hotel, for the Euro-Med Conference

‘Evolving Realities, Shared Challenges’. It is organised by the Euro-parliamentarian

Roberta Metsola, in cooperation with the European People’s Party. Jason, a West-African

migrant, is accompanying me. He almost changes his mind last minute, as he sees no other
black people there. I spot one in the crowd and convince him to stay. Metsola starts her

opening speech with the statement that the migration issue is a European challenge, not
just a Mediterranean one. “What is happening in the Mediterranean will have a spill over
effect on the European continent.” She has made it her mission to keep the situation of the
boat arrivals –and the inevitable accidents- in the Mediterranean on the EU agenda. When

the opposition leader Simon Busutill takes the stage he brings the attention to Maltese
politics. He mentions that for years the discussions regarding migration have been

hysterical and uncivilized. Before the socialist party came to power, they used migration to
score points with the public. Now that they are the ruling party however, their policy has

become more similar to that of the Nationalist party. “The current government now uses a

different tone when talking about migration than when they were the opposition.” He finishes

his speech by pointing out the failure of the current government to stress at the EU level
Malta’s need for solidarity. Junker had proposed that migrants arriving in Italy and Greece
had to be resettled amongst the other EU states, out of solidarity. Malta has been
requesting this for years with little support, and now has to take in migrants from other

member-states. Busutill finds that the government should have been more forceful in
explaining that Malta should be helped as well. It is only a small, high populated island.
“Our size and population density should have been taken into account!” His remark is met

with a big round of applause.
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4.1 Setting the Scene ~ Malta and Migration
That Busutill finds support for his remark is not surprising. When talking with the Maltese

on migration issues, it is often pointed out that they are too small to take in migrants.

People feel overwhelmed with the whole immigration phenomena. Both local people and

professionals working in the migration field point out that immigration is fairly new to

Malta. They find that only recently has Malta become an interesting destination for
foreigners; short-time visitors like tourists, but also those who settle on the island for
work. And then there are the asylum seekers on their way to Europe, but stranded on

Maltese shores. These are developments from the last decades. For long, people used to
leave Malta. In the 1900’s the number of births was very high and the number of death was

low. A solution had to be found, resulting in the government promoting emigration among

the Maltese poor. Before World War II, people left to America, other countries within the
Mediterranean, Turkey and Nigeria. After the war people emigrated to Australia, England,
and Canada. Each year about 8000 people left for Australia.

After the 1980’s, Malta started sporadically receiving refugees, mainly from Iraq and

Pakistan. Mgr. Phillip, founder of the Catholic Emigrant’s Commission (EC), remembers that
those asylum seekers were highly qualified people. “They were experts. That is why the

Americans used to come, and the Australians. The used to take them because they were highly
qualified people. Everybody wanted them.” They did not have any problem with resettling

these refugees. The government started their discourse of Malta as a country of transit.
Immigrants would stay temporarily until they were resettled to their country of

destination. Only in 2001 thought the Maltese government of organizing and opening an

office to deal with asylum claims. This Office of the Refugee commissioner is one of the

central players within the asylum arena. All actors try to influence the policies and
practises of this office. The first refugee commissioner was the former secretary of the

Emigrants’ Commission. In 2001 they started to experience the boat cases. The first boat
arrived in summer, carrying 200 people. Mgr. Phillip recalls that they had to find quick
accommodation for this big group. They pressed the government to allow the use of the

barracks of the army to use as a shelter until they had their interview. Once they were
accepted, the EC was charged with finding accommodation for the refugees. This was
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within the communities, people were asked to open their homes for the refugees. Later
boats would reach the island, carrying more than 200 people. It became impossible to host

all these migrants by Maltese families. People then remained accommodated at the

barracks of the army, even after the first interviews. As the arrival of boats kept increasing,
more centres were opened. There is one street in Ħal Far that has the most centres. Ħal

Far Tent Village used to be a temporarily centre with only tents. Later these were replaced
by containers, but it kept the name. This centre houses males, females and families. Further
down the road is Ħangar Open Centre, for single males. Next to it is Ħal Far Open Centre for

youngsters, age 17-18. Then there are two centres for unaccompanied minors, Dar
as Sleem and Dar il-Lina. All these centres are government run. There is one centre run by

the church, the Peace Lab. It is also in Ħal Far and houses the vulnerable people who cannot

stay in the centres of the government. Up to October 2015 there was also a centre run by
the NGO Foundation for the Shelter and Support of Migrants, Marsa Open Centre. The
government has taken over now, but more on this is the next chapter. There are also two

detention centres; which will be discussed later on. A map with the location of all the
centres can be found in Appendix 2.

4.2 Malta’s Asylum Institutions
Since 2001, the government has developed an asylum procedure, and created several
departments who deal with asylum related issues. The Agency for the Welfare of Asylum

Seekers (AWAS) is in charge of running the open centres (European Commission and
European Migration Network 2013). This is a department of the Ministry for Home Affairs

and National Security. The ministry is the major player in respect of irregular immigration
and asylum. It handles border control issues as well. Regarding asylum, the ministry’s

portfolio entails the Office of the Refugee Commissioner, the Refugee Appeals Board, and
the asylum determination bodies. Irregular immigration and border control are managed

by the Police Immigration Department within the Police Special Branch. Residence permits
are issued by the Central Visa Unit and the Citizenship and Expatriate Affairs Department

(EC and EMN 2013). See Appendix 3 for an overview of the institutional framework for
Immigration and Asylum in Malta.
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Malta has been receiving migrants who departed from Libya on their way to Europe’s
mainland. The reason they ended up on the island, has to do with the humanitarian law of

the sea. This entails that all people at sea who are found to be in distress need to be

assisted. The small dinghy boats that people depart with are often not in the right condition
to cross the Mediterranean. There are too many people on board, with insufficient food and

water. In addition, the boats are in very bad shape and the captain and navigator are

inexperienced. Without help, these boats would not reach European shores. Countries at
the coast have a so called Search and Rescue Area (SAR); they are responsible to find a safe
haven to disembark people rescued in this area. All migrants departing from the African

coast to cross the Mediterranean towards Italy have to pass through the SAR area of Malta
(Klepp 2011). Because of this humanitarian law, Malta received many hundreds of “boat

people”. It only became less when Italy started the Mare Nostrum project in 2013 and
brought the saved people to their own country.

When rescued ‘boat people’ were embarked in a Maltese port, they were transported to a
detention centre. According to the policy, they would be heard on their asylum claim within

two weeks. These first interviews have taken place at the military barracks. The second

interviews were held at the office of the Refugee Commissioner. Based on this, the
employees made up a file and provide a recommendation regarding the status the asylum
seeker should get. The final decision lies with the Refugee Commissioner himself.

It may take a long time before an asylum seeker receives his result. If he ii does not agree

with the decision he may appeal with the help of a lawyer. First they have to indicate why

they disagree with the decision. The office of the refugee commissioner reviews their claim
and decides to give the permission to appeal or not. When they accept the appeal, the

lawyer has to write a report with the new information. They get access to the file of their
client, but are not allowed to make copies. Lawyers have informed me that they found a

way around this policy. They would send interns to copy the files by hand, or secretly take

pictures with their phones when the staff members were not looking. After this report is
filed, the asylum seeker will be invited for another interview. Then the decision making

process starts again. From the first appeal up to when the second decision is known, may

take over a year. The office of the Refugee Commissioner is known for waiting months
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before replying to the request to appeal. In the case of another negative decision, the
asylum seeker can go to the Refugee’s appeals board. An official letter has to be send by the

lawyer to inform the board of the appeal. They will set a date to view the case file, which

has to be drawn up by the lawyer. Three board members will take a decision on the case.
Their decision is final.

4.3 A Protection Status
Up to 2017, there were four types of statuses an asylum seeker could receive. All these

statuses give the person the right to live and work in Malta and travel to the other
European member states. However, it does not provide the person with the right to vote,
not even with the Refugee Status. The first -and most wanted- is the Refugee Status. This

lasts five years, after which it is often extended for an indefinite period. It is based on the
individual story. The second status is the Subsidiary Protection. It has to be renewed every

three years. It is based on the safety of the country. The Third status, Temporary
Humanitarian Protection, is given when certain humanitarian elements are present, but not
enough to meet the requirements necessary for both Refugee Status and Subsidiary
protection. For example in the case of an applicant needing urgent serious medical

attention that is not available in his country. When a person got the result Rejected, they
would receive a document mentioning this. Kathrin iii from the Jesuit Refugee Service calls
this ‘Tolerated Stay’. A person does not receive protection but is released from detention

anyway. It is impossible for Malta to deport all people with reject, so in practice they
remain on the island. To legalize some of these rejected migrants, Malta had a unique

fourth status, called Temporary Humanitarian Protection N (New). It was created by the
former Refugee Commissioner, as a favour for the people who arrived before 2008, and
were not entitled any form of protection. It had to be renewed yearly, but only if the person

met certain conditions like a legal job, clean police conduct and ability to speak basic

Maltese. Samantha, a former employee of the office of the Refugee Commissioner explained
this favour as a solution for some of the rejected people. The story goes that the Refugee
Commissioner Mr. Friggieri heard about a family living in Malta for 13 years without legal

documents. They had been rejected, but never deported. The commissioner raised the issue
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with the ministry that there were probably more migrants living in this clandestine
manner, and initiated the creation of THPN. It is not part of any legal framework but given
on an ex-gratia basis (Starface 2016:40). Mr. Friggieri confirms:

“There is nothing in either Maltese or international law, which obliges the

government, to give people who have had their final decision as rejected, to give them
some sort of residence permit or temporary residence permit or discretionary relief
to remain in Malta. Nothing at all.”
He still felt the need to provide this and hence implemented THPN. At the end of 2016 a
new Refugee Commissioner took office, Ms. Cassar. One of her first actions as Refugee

Commissioner was to cancel the THPN status. Everyone who comes to renew his
documents is informed that the status will be withdrawn and that he will be deported.

Being the former head of the Maltese office of the International Organization for Migration

(IOM), she makes a clear distinction in her discourse between an asylum seeker and an
economic migrant. She spent many years studying the best practices of Voluntary Return

and Deportation for IOM. Seen through her discourse it is not legitimate to provide rejected
asylum seekers with a legal residence status. She is planning to actually go through with
the deportation of rejected asylum seekers. If this is actually possible remains to be seen.

4.4 The Detention Policy
From the start of the first boat arrivals, all migrants were automatically taken to a

detention centre. The centres are run by Detention Services, staffed by personnel of the
Police Force or the Armed Forces of Malta (DeBono 2013:61). Even though most migrants

claimed to be seeking asylum, they would remain in detention for 12 months. After this

period their claim would be processed and they would be transferred to one of the open

centres. Should their claim be rejected, they could even be detained for 18 months. Because

of the Common European Asylum System, by July 2015 the automatically detaining of all

arrivals had to be changed. It is in breach with the European directive on reception. This

states that detention can only be used as a last resort and not as part of the general asylum

procedure. The Maltese government renegotiated the meaning of this directive in their
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local context. They translated “last resort” into a policy of detaining all migrants, as they

were claiming to be in a state of emergency. Mainwaring (2012a) argues that this decision

of the Maltese government is part of a wider attempt to portray the arrival of irregular

migrants as an emergency. This emergency is based on the notion of a “state of exception”,

thus allowing for exceptional measures. Detention is justified based on the perceived
exceptional circumstances of Malta; its smallness and position on the external border of the
EU. Malta defines itself as the gatekeeper of Europe. It has to “protect” Europe from the

influx of migrants. The small size of Malta is often repeated by government officials and in

the media. Klepp (2011:545) quotes the spokesperson of the Maltese Ministry of Interior;

“People fear that we could be taken over. Because of our size, people are seeing more of these

immigrants”. The size of Malta reflects one of the major characteristics of islands, their
smallness. It is part of the social construction of island life, Islandness. Lemaire (2014:144)

warns for this construction of Islandness. She finds that Malta uses its small size to justify
detaining immigrants and excluding them from society.

Malta had to change their detention procedure not to have a problem with the European

Commission. Most migrants who arrived in Malta came from crisis areas, such as Somalia,
Sudan and Eritrea. Detaining these people is not in line with Article 31 of the 1951

Convention. It also damages the fundamental right to liberty and security of person, as
specified in international and European human rights instruments. UNHCR stated in their

report on Malta’s asylum policy that they are concerned that asylum seekers are subject to
prolonged periods in detention, and do not have access to adequate ways to effectively
object to their detention. In addition, a general mechanism to consider alternative and less

intimidating measures than detention has been lacking (UNHCR 2013). So by August 2015,

with some delay, the detaining of asylum seekers was officially abolished. People were
released from detention. When talking with some of the migrants about this change in the
asylum policy, they were cynical in their responses.

“So you say that now this should have been changed, at least for the children? Lie, lie.
They are lying! The children are now detained in Dar-il Lina. And till now there are
two people in detention. They have been there for 1.5 years now. Maybe they just call
it differently, but people are still detained.”
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That the children currently present on Malta were still being detained was new to me.
Indeed I had found in the literature before that Malta detained vulnerable people, such as
(unaccompanied) minors, elderly, and single women. However, reports from both UNHCR

and the Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) stated that in practice, persons with special needs or
circumstances –like children – are usually released from detention after they have

undergone a vulnerability or age assessment, done by AWAS. They would then recommend
to the Principal Immigration Officer that the particular individual should be released.
UNHCR supports the vulnerability assessment, but states that such exemptions should be
inserted into law, instead of leaving it to the interpretations of employees (UNHCR 2013:4).

The unaccompanied minors were moved to Dar-il-Lina, whit separate accommodation for

boys and girls. These minors were in the age of 15 to 18 years. Younger children arrived
with their family and stayed together in Hal-Safi tent village. One of the migrants, Jason,
worked as a cultural mediator with the minors. He had stated that it may not be called

‘detention centre’, but that the minors were not allowed to leave the centre and sometimes
even their rooms. Since AWAS was denying me any access – I only managed to talk with

former employees – I decided to check this information with Miriam, who was working for

UNHCR. She confirmed the story of the government; no children were being detained
anymore;

Me: “So are the youngsters allowed to leave their rooms or the premises
when they want?”

Miriam: “No, they have to stay inside the centre in Dar-il-Lina.”
Me: “Then what is the difference with detention?”

Miriam: “…..” [Long silence] “Good question…”

It seemed that the government officials had successfully formulated their new policy for

unaccompanied minors in such a way that UNHCR did not question it. This is interesting as
it shows the power of discourse. But it is disturbing as well. UNHCR’s formal role in Malta is
to check if the country is following directives on asylum and refugee rights. Apparently, in
the case of detention, UNHCR only looks at the policies, not the practices.
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4.5 Detention as Image Crafting
Malta has two detention centres. The one in Ħal Far can house hundreds of people, both
males and females. The centre is divided in small rooms with several beds in a room. The

other centre is in Ħal Safi and houses only males. Within the asylum arena it is being
referred to as ‘Warehouses’, both by AWAS and NGO staff. In fact the centre consists of two

actual warehouses; two giant rooms with many beds. There is absolutely no privacy. It is

interesting that the detention centre is referred to as the warehouses, as Bauman (2013)

has symbolically used the term human warehouses ‘… wherein are discarded those segments
of urban society deemed disreputable, derelict, and dangerous.” The migrants arriving in

Malta were indeed portrayed by the government as a danger to the country. This narrative
was strengthened by the practice of handcuffing each migrant who left the detention

centre, either to go for their interview, or to visit a doctor. An employee of the Integra

Foundation stated that this criminalises the asylums seekers, hence stimulating the fear
among the Maltese towards the Other. The Special Reporter on the Human Rights of

Migrants also concluded this after visiting Malta. He stated on Malta’s policy of mandatory

detention, that it "… serves to inspire fear and distrust in the relationship between migrants,

asylum-seekers and the Maltese population. This climate of fear goes on to define the policies
and programmes of the Maltese authorities," thus expressing his disapproval (Montanari
2011). The narrative of the immigrant as a criminal has been adopted by the Maltese. Ilaria,
a youth counsellor at AWAS found that there are many incriminating stories regarding

migrants circulating on social media;

“Well they say, on social media a lot of the reactions on any article or news report
that an NGO posts ‘yeah, but they raped this girl, or they are in the street in groups
making noises and then they will hurt me when I pass them.’ And then I think, ‘is it
true? Is it based on something?’”

She believes that people are more inclined to listen to the negative stories. “If there is one

bad example and nine good ones, nine good hearted people, we would only listen to the bad
one. Because it is the fear of The Other, the fear of the Unknown.” A lot of the fears are not
rational, but, as Long (2003) stated, people have their own reality, holding their own

believes. People may filter out stories that do not agree with their own worldview, while
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selecting or highlighting information that is in accordance with what they already know.

When they believe their fear to be real, it becomes real in its consequences as they avoid
contact with the Other and start treating migrants as criminals.

Despite all the national and international pressure to change their policies, Malta has been
automatically detaining people for the past 15 years. Why did they continue with this for so

long? Andreas (2009:9) states, “The escalation of border policing has been less about

deterring than about image crafting.” They use the detention policy to construct a crisis,
both at national and European levels. According to Mainwaring, mandatory detention

becomes symbolic of the crisis itself. In addition, it reinforces the interpretation of the
immigration phenomenon as a crisis. Several scholars point out these discourses of

“emergency” and “crisis” that dominates the way governments, academics, and
international organizations address refugee related topics (De Haas 2008; Lemaire 2014;
Nyers 2006). Duffield (2001) refers to this as ‘securitization’. The primary aim of this

security discourse is to change the behaviour of populations of a nation-state. Refugees are

represented as a “crisis” to the world order of the Maltese, therefore being an immediate

political concern. A crisis is an exceptional situation, therefore requesting exceptional
measures to cope with it. Agamben (2005) argues that governments may place subjects –in
this case, asylum seekers – outside the boundaries of the polis, in order to reduce their

access to law. Policies dealing with migration and asylum are based on this perception of an
extraordinary situation, resulting in extreme measures such as Malta’s mandatory
detention policy.

4.6 Threatening Maltese Identity
A reason why migrants are often attacked by politicians is that they are a safe target. The
Somalia refugee Farah Abdullahi Abdi (Terre des Hommes 2015) explains;

“For politicians migrants are an easy scapegoat. They don’t have a voice, they don’t have the

voting power, so if you blame them, if you make them look like a burden, if you make them
look like the bad guys, then at the end of the day they don’t vote for you, so you are just
convincing your public to hate them, in the hope of you getting votes.”
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The tactic to fuel the fear for migrants has proofed beneficial for Maltese politicians. For 25
years, the Nationalist Party had been in power. In the last elections however, the Labour
Party won. This was mainly because they used the ‘migration card’ to come to power.

Madison from the Foundation for the Shelter and Support of Migrants (FSM) recalls that
Muscat often addressed the migration issue in his speeches.

“The current government saw that people looked at irregular migrants, people
coming from Libya by boat as ‘they should be removed’. He took that and used it as a
card.”

But it is not only that politicians influence the way people view migrants. An interaction
takes place. Politicians have to do what the voters want. They have to follow the view of the

masses, as they want to secure votes. A politician, who wants to win, has to find out which
cultural buttons to push. For the Maltese population, fear of the Other is a discourse that
has many followers. Maria Pisani from the Integra Foundation states that the fear of the
Other comes from Malta’s own identity crisis. They are in search for an ‘island identity’,
which results in a fear for migrants. African migration, especially illegal migration, is often
portrayed as a threat to the identity of European countries (Bauman, 2015). West African
migrants are no Europeans, they are different, strange, ‘’other’’, and thus should be

excluded from society. Exclusion and inclusion have to do with self-determination. To

define the other is to define oneself. As Huntington declares: “How will we know who we are
if we don’t know who we are against?” (in Chomsky 1994:7).

The influx of non-European migrants is threatening to the ‘island identity’ Malta is trying to

create, as they are now focused on being part of ‘the West’, while for long they were part of
‘the Rest’ (Pisani 2011:31). That ‘the myth of invasion’, as De Haas (2008) calls it, finds so

much support in Malta is not surprising. For ages the island has actually been occupied by

many different invaders; from the Phoenicians and the Turkish, to Catholic knights and the
British. For despite its small size, Malta’s location in an important trade’s route made it
very desirable. The last occupation by Great Britain ended only recently, in 1964. Since

then the Maltese have identified themselves as Latin European rather than Arab, despite a
lasting Arabic presence. This can be seen in the origins of the Maltese native language, for
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example (Buhagiar 2007). High numbers of migrants arriving from Arabic and African
countries are therefore being perceived as threatening to Malta’s new national identity.

In addition, many of the Maltese are afraid of integration. Samantha from the Office of the

Refugee Commissioner disclosed that the Maltese fear that integration will mean losing

their culture. They do not believe that people from different cultural and religious

backgrounds can live next to each other. For long the government stated that integration
was also not necessary. They held on to the discourse of being a country of transit, not
destination. Narratives used, focused on the small size of Malta. This makes it impossible

for the island to take in any refugees long term. Government officials would also point to
the practice of resettlement from when the first migrants arrived. This discourse can be

seen in the practice of lobbying for burden sharing among the European member states. It
is also clear in the complete absence of an integration policy. Only in 2015, under
international pressure, were the first steps taken to form such a policy.

An integration policy is needed, as now there is very little contact between Maltese and
other groups on the island. Indeed, many of the Maltese have never had any form of

interaction with refugees or migrants. A report from UNHCR shows that this counts for

43% of the population (UNHCR 2012). This lack of contact may be connected to and feed
xenophobia and racism. In my first weeks on the island, whenever I introduced myself and
my research, I would get the same response; “You know we are all racist, right?” This would

be followed by stories of racist remarks by their friends or the negative portraying of
migrants in the media. I was surprised that people would so openly confess to being racist.
It almost seemed like being part of the narrative about their identity. This idea is being

shared by the people who initiated a conference called ‘Redefining Us’, in cooperation with
the NGOs Integra and Friendship in Diversity. One of the panel members, Dr. Zammit said;

“There are people who say ‘It is in our blood to be racist’ entailing that it cannot change. But

it cán change. It is dangerous to call others racist as it disables the possibility for discussion.
And this is the way to tackle racism, try to get a conversation started.”
The aim of the conference was to create a counter discourse that is more inclusive. It was

stated that Maltese do not realize that there are other Maltese who look different, but still
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share the Maltese identity. They want to spread narratives of Maltese who are Muslim, or of

darker skin colour. There are several NGOs who have projects connected to this, like the
campaign Say No to Racism (Law 2014). I will discuss their work further in the next part.

4.7 Conclusion
In this chapter I have identified some of the key players and processes within Malta’s
asylum arena. The Office of the Refugee Commissioner views the asylum claims and

determines whether or not a migrant may receive a legal status in Malta. I have found that

it influences greatly who is at the head of this office. One commissioner decides to create a

new status to provide more people with a legal status, while the next commissioner can just
put an end to this practice. Another important actor is the Agency for the Welfare of
Asylum Seekers (AWAS). They are in charge of running the open centres, deciding how

these operate and which migrant lives where. The importance of the work of the Refugee

Commissioner, and the effect AWAS has on the living conditions of the migrants, make that

the other actors in the arena are focused on influencing the policies and practices of these
government institutions. In the next chapters I will examine which narratives NGOs and
migrants use in order to do this.

The political parties play a role in the asylum arena as well. While in the opposition, unrest
around migration is used as ammunition to attack the governing party. The Labour Party

strategically conveyed a discourse of crisis, winning people over to vote for them. Applying
content analyses on the narratives of politicians, I detected the framing of migrants as a

danger. Politicians convinced a large part of the Maltese population that the government is
needed to protect them. By constructing stories on the high influx of migrants and the small

size of the island, a state of emergency was established. Through these stories, the
mandatory detention policy was justified. The government also identifies migrants as a
danger towards the island way of living. Here the influence of Islandness on the asylum

arena can be detected. Malta is constructing a new island identity, which is now being
threatened by the arrival of African and Arabic migrants. Malta is trying to become part of

‘the West’ whiles for long it was part of ‘the Rest’. In narratives about the island, the small
size forms a central theme. Malta is perceived to be too small to take in any migrants.
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The government wants to hang on to the discourse of being a country of transit, not

destination. This is most clearly reflected in the absence of an integration policy. The
discourse of crisis is also based on the size of the island; the small country could be flooded

by migrants. In the next chapters I will show how Islandness influences the NGOs and
migrants.
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Part 3 ~ Migrants as Beneficiaries
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”Welcome to Malta’s Asylum Industry.”

Maria Pisani,
founder of the Integra Foundation

B

efore even putting one foot on Malta, I heard the story of how the NGOs came together
to stop the new government from a ‘push back’-action. They planned on sending boat

arrivals back to Libya. Whenever I asked in interviews if there was any collaboration

between the NGOs, people would tell me this same story. “This kind of networking can be

dated back to July 2013 when the government tried a push back towards a group of migrants
that just arrived by boat from Libya. What happened is that right after the arrival, the men
were brought to the police headquarters in Floriana and they were due to be flown back to
Libya on that night” Felicia from Kopin remembers. “They weren’t Libyans, I think they were

Somalis and possibly also some Eritreans and Ethiopians.” Madison from FSM recalls; “It was
really funny. They put two plains, it was funny ironically. He said ‘I’m going to send them back

to Libya.’ Without any asylum procedure,” she emphasized. “That is, you cán’t do that.”

Felicia explained that this was against every provision in internal European and
international law. A group of eleven NGOs then switched into emergence mode. Everyone

met at JRS Headquarters in Birkirkara. “We based ourselves there and started contacting our
international network, especially in Brussels and Geneva, to see what could be done.”

The Jesuit Refugee Service and the People for Change Foundation (PfC) filled a complaint
with the European Court of Human Rights. By the end of the day the staff from all NGOs left

to the Floriana police office. Felicia laughs as she explains; “So we physically blocked any
attempt to bring them out and to the airport.” In the meantime the legal complaint reached
the EU commissioner of Human Rights who ordered to stop the push back. Malta’s
government was obliged to follow the policies; identify all arrivals, check for medical

conditions, allow them to apply for asylum, give them all their rights. “And from this failed
attempt to push back, then on a regular basis when it comes to consultation with the
minister for example on policy, on the way forward, the NGOs meet,” concludes Felicia the
story.
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5.1 Creation of the NGOs
Around the time that the first boats arrived in Malta, the first NGOs supporting migrants
were also created. It started out with only three NGOs, but this has increased to more than
ten over the years. The people, who were active in the beginning, still form the most

influential group within the arena. I call them ‘the Big Five’; no public event would take
place without their participation. One of the very first to get involved with the ‘boat people’,
as he refers to them, is Father Phillip from the Emigrant’s Commission. I have already

mentioned him in the previous part. Being well in his 70’s, he still holds office everyday,

where he assists refugees with applying for passports, ID cards, and housing. Migrants have
great respect for him, telling stories about the little things he does for them, like giving

them money for the bus fare, as well as things with great impact. He used to make a phone
call and staff from the Refugee Commission or AWAS would jump to attention. During the
time of the new government however, his influence seemed to be reduced greatly.

Maria Pisani, a real activist, is also working with and for migrants from the beginning. She
was a social worker for the government when she was placed to work with the migrants.
The first weeks there was no job description, she just visited the 200 West-Africans in the

centre. She confesses that at that time she did not know anything about the countries they

came from, what situations they escaped from. She learned fast and became enthusiastic
about the work. But working for the government did not fit her. She told me that it was

difficult for her not to be able to make statements, and having to follow all kinds of policies.

So she started her own organization, Integra. Later IOM approached her to set up the Malta
office, which she led for years. “But I was mainly working with grey men in grey suits and

had to tiptoe around my opinions. I wanted to speak up, but was not allowed to in my function
with IOM.” So she quit to become more active for Integra, which she expanded with sections
focussing on research, integration, and advocacy work regarding migrant rights and racism.
“Now I can say whatever I want.”

Another important player in the arena is Neil Falzon. At university he started an Amnesty
International group. As a lawyer he focuses on human rights and minority rights. He set up

the office of UNHCR. After that he started his own organization Aditus, which gives legal

advice to minorities and to migrants. He also established a Human Rights Platform, which
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includes most organizations working on this field. Neil Falzon can often be seen in the

media, sending out press statements on behalf of all NGOs, or taking part in discussion
panels on talk shows. Others envious say that he enjoys the attention too much, but at the

same time he finds ways to keep society’s focus on the migration issue. He creates a
different sound in the media to counter that of the government, on which I will tell more
later on.

Jean Pierre Gauci, another lawyer, also got involved with human rights through the work of

Amnesty International. He took over the coordination of this group from Neil Falzon, a step

that created a life-long rivalry between the two men. Next to Jean Pierre’s international
academic career as a human rights lawyer, he started the People for Change foundation

with Christine Cassar. “We found that Amnesty was too much focused on shaming and

blaming, and wanted to focus more on best practices and providing alternatives.” Their
foundation conducts research on migration related issues such as integration,
discrimination, and asylum.

The last person being part of the Big Five is Catherine Camilleri. She is also a lawyer and

teaches Refugee Law at Malta’s university. Next to this she is the president of the Jesuit
Refugee Service Malta, which provides legal and spiritual support to asylum seekers. JRS
staff visited them in the detention centres and wrote reports on their mental health. They
also conduct research on asylum seekers’ economic circumstances and health. Catherine

Camilleri often speaks on international conferences about human trafficking and
smuggling.

Over the years these same people have switched between the different organizations, but
keep working in the ‘Asylum Industry’, as Maria Pisani called it. This industry is fairly small,
just like the island. Ilaria from AWAS stated that as Malta is a tiny place, you end up

knowing everyone who works with migrants. They form a tight community. The benefit of
this is that there is a close collaboration between the different organizations, as the

narrative at the beginning of this part illustrates. They may have different ideologies; they
are still able to agree on most things. However, there are also downsides of everyone
knowing everyone. These will be discussed later on.
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Not everyone is enthusiastic about the creation of more and more NGOs. In the break of a

European Conference a professor came up to me and asked if I knew how many NGOs there
are in Malta? About thirteen, I estimated. “Yes, but about ten years ago there were only three

or four. And there are not many more people who are working on this topic. There are the
same people, but they have created more organizations.” He questioned who they are

representing. “Not civil society, they represent themselves. The majority of the Maltese

population does not want these migrants. If they had a referendum, that will be the outcome.
You should ask them if they would like to have a referendum on this topic.” He had said his bit
and walked away.

5.2 Motivation
The statements of the professor got me thinking about the motivations behind the creation
of the different NGOs. In interviews with the NGO staff and at the different conferences,
mainly the noble motives were mentioned. One of the main goals of the NGOs is to protect

migrants. This is also one of the reasons the narrative about the ‘push back’ was told so

often. It shows the power of the NGOs over the government. They were able to stop the

government and protect the migrants. The director of the new Migrant Offshore Aid Station
(MOAS), Brig. Ret’d Martin Xuereb proclaimed;

‘We feel that the issue of people drowning at sea is not only a governmental

responsibility. It is a global one, and NGOs and private organizations should be
involved in the solution. We all have a moral obligation to protect these people.’
Next to protection, helping others is a motivational force. The young women working in the
asylum arena often mentioned this as their reason for choosing this work field. Two

women could easily relate to the migrants from their own experiences. Berna, an intern
from Turkey, is part of a minority herself. Maria lived abroad as a migrant. She feels a
connection with migrants as she knows what it is like to be different from the majority.
While shared difficulties motivated them to help migrants, Ilaria, a counsellor of minors,

acknowledged her own privilege and luck in life and decided to use that to help. In her
explanation of her motivation, the influence of her lifeworld becomes apparent;
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“If I didn’t have the education I have, if I wasn’t raised with the values that I’m raised
with, I wouldn’t do anything about it. I would probably choose a job for the
money rather than for helping people.”
More people told me that to be caring and to help others had been part of their upbringing.
For them helping others came naturally. But there were also people who started working

with migrants after they had questioned the things they were led to believe. Felicia from

Kopin explains that she got access to different information about Africans and other
migrants;

“You start accessing information and then you get another perspective. Then you
actually start questioning what you’re fed, in terms of information and assumptions,
bias. What I’m given, is it what it is? It’s all about critical thinking.”

Talking with Samantha, I realized that people on the island, even those of my own age, had
lived isolated from the rest of the world for long. The first time she came into contact with

someone who was black, was at the age of 16. “And to me it was a shock. Because I lived
whole my life just seeing, literally, white people, white Maltese people. I was so sheltered; I

didn’t know another world existed.” Her parents warned her for these black migrants, told
her to be careful. “I had to catch myself at that age and say ‘Okay, but what am I afraid of?
What have I been thought to believe?’”

Their choice of work collides with the taken-for-granted world of Malta’s everyday social

life. NGO staff members feel that their views are not shared or even accepted by their

friends. I asked Ilaria if she can talk about her counsellor work with her friends. She had

told me that she was in shock when she was starting out and learned about the conditions
migrants, even minors, were living.

“I was so angry at the country that I had to discuss it with my friends,” she had said.

“And obviously they try to understand, but there is a limit to how much they can. Plús,
I have some friends who are, you know, not exactly open to the idea of helping asylum
seekers or refugees. They would only look at it from a financial burden standpoint,
rather than from a compassionate and helping one. It comes from the work I’m in. I
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try to talk about it, but the only people who understand are my colleagues. It’s a
lonely job, sometimes.”
Since they cannot turn to people outside the asylum industry, ties among the people within

this arena become very close. Next to the formal relationship of colleagues, people also
become friends and lovers. Some also find more understanding and connection amongst

the migrants, leading to amicable and romantic relationships. I will discuss these informal
ties further in the next part.

The informal relationships amongst colleagues can influence the work. Daniel, an intern at
PfC, claimed that in order to get a good position, you had to be friendly with the right

people. A dispute with the wrong person however, could decrease your chances of finding a

job. He had experienced this first hand, when he had to terminate his internship at one of
the NGOs because he could not get along with the director. After that he had applied for a
position at another NGO. While he first seemed to be hired, he suddenly was refused. He
later found out that his former director was spreading rumours about him.

Personal disputes also affect formal collaborations between NGOs. So is the People for

Change foundation not part of the Human Rights Platform, even though they are working

on issues as migration, asylum policies and discrimination as well. The story goes that this
is because of the rivalry between the founder of the platform and the director of PfC. I later
found out that the platform is mainly made up by organizations of Neil Falzon. Three of

them he has founded himself and some of the others are run by people who are related, or

are friends of him. This confirmed what that professor had told me; ‘There are the same
people, but they have created more organizations...They represent themselves.’ The reason for

creating these organizations may be far less noble than helping and protecting people.
There is a financial incentive; a lot of money is flowing in the asylum industry through

European Funding programs. Daniel had worked at many of the NGOs within the arena and
to his disappointment found that there was a lot of competition going on over work and

funding. “They should have the clients as the main focus, but rivalry often occurs.” With some

projects it was unclear where the money actually went. Emma, an academic intern,

informed that her organization had ‘won’ a lot of funding for a research project. Only
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interns were working on the project, no manager or director was actively involved. This as
such was not very strange. All NGOs worked with unpaid interns and volunteers. Not even

transportation costs would be reimbursed. But Emma continued that no special research
tools were bought, no space was rented to conduct interviews, no translators were paid for

their assistance and migrants would not receive anything for their participation. “Then
what happens to all that money?” we wondered.

Of course not all NGOs start out with the aim of making money. But the system of EU

funding soon shifts the focus from assisting migrants to reaching quotas. In order to obtain
funding, a project proposal has to be written. This contains an estimation of how many

people will be reached by a project. It often turns out to be a struggle to actually reach this

number, resulting in organizations smuggling a bit with how many people attended
workshops. One of the reasons quotas were not reached, was that projects did not relate

with the lifeworlds of the target group. The migrants were not consulted in the

development, implementation or evaluation of a project. In my conversations with NGO
staff and migrants I found that the groups had very different ideas about the projects.
Madison was very pleased to tell me about their cultural activities;

“We organize events with music, food, culture. Open for everyone. We do a lot of
peace building through culture and sports. A lot of football, playing against local

teams and teams from other open centres.”
Later I heard the views from migrants on these sport activities;

“They expect us to show up; we are almost forced to come. There is no free will.”

“We have to practice sports all day, and not much food or drinks are provided. And
there are no prizes or compensation. We play all day, under the burning sun!”

“When they organize a party, there are only some sodas and snacks. This is not how
we would give a party! We would make big meals, for all to share. With real food; rice
and stew.”
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The main sentiment was that they are not made part of organizing these events. Migrants
do not have any ownership, are not seen as equals. Because of this, they rather don’t show
up, only if there is the penalty of losing part of their allowance.

5.3 One Big Show
The conference season on Malta is in May and June, the same time I started an internship at

one of the NGOs. I was happy to represent ‘my NGO’ at all these events. Conferences are

great places to hear the narratives of NGOs. Hilhorst (2003) referred to them as the places
where people tell stories to themselves, about themselves. Presenting at the conferences

often was like preaching for one’s own choir. Participants and audience mainly existed out
of NGO staff, often represented by interns and volunteers. When the topic was a project

where the government was involved, a government official would come to speak; leaving

right after his presentation was over. Migrants, the beneficiaries, were not present, with the

exception of two or three. These would always be the same three. The Somalian Ahmed
from the African Media Association Malta (AMAM) and the Libyan Hanifa from the Migrant

Women Association were present as they represented their own NGOs. Sometimes
Mohammed was invited, to perform the role of “successful migrant”. He managed to set up
his own business in air-conditioners.

Conferences are mainly organized at the end of a project. The location has to be an

interesting former monastery or luxury five star-hotels. This gives the organization an air

of prestige and conveys the message that their work is important. The Pan-European

Conference on Integration is a clear example of this. It was hosted by IOM at the Gran Hotel
Excelsior. It gave me the feeling of witnessing the ‘Great IOM Show’, in which they and their
counterparts performed narratives of how well they were doing and how important they

found integration. Their lunch was so splendid, served with a view on the harbour, that

afterwards people were talking about the food, not the projects. I was not the only one who

got a bit uncomfortable by the forms used by NGOs to send out their narratives. At the end
of June, a commemoration was organized of those who died at sea. An Imam, a Rabbi and a
Priest gave speeches. After that a boat from MOAS brought us to the middle of the harbour,
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where we throw flowers in the water. When we were walking back from the event, Lily

from PfC said that she thought it a very weird atmosphere. ‘Why do they have to make such
a show out of everything?’ She pointed out that the speakers now returned to their big cars,

as we saw the Imam enter a car with chauffeur. To her, it seemed it was a big show of MOAS
to strategically put themselves on the map. They had invited the German speaker, arranged

a trip on the boat and the founder was present. She thought that MOAS is not only doing its

work out of good intentions, charity. They are trying to become a specialised force, better
equipped than any other country. Through their performance at the commemoration, they
want to show their capacity, as eventually MOAS wants to be hired for their services.

5.4 NGOs’ Voice in the Asylum Debate
The form of conference conveys messages in itself; they are also important places where

NGOs have the opportunity to narrate counter-discourses. They aim to change the view the

government and society have on migration. The IOM director stated that “migration is not

a problem to be solved, but a reality to be managed.” A guest speaker, Pascal Reyntjens
from IOM Brussels, wants to normalize migration, as it is essential and inevitable. “Policy
makers run behind. Political courage is necessary. They need to acknowledge that migration
will only increase.” When they accept migration as part of the future, instead of a temporary
problem, policies could be created to organize migration better. NGO staff is trying to

change the governments ‘Migration Crisis’ discourse, by coming with opposing arguments.

Neil Falzon stated iv that Europe was definitely not facing a refugee crisis, as they are only

hosting 6% of the world’s refugees;

“It’s high time the 28 EU governments stopped fuelling panic as this is
counterproductive, endangers national security and results in human rights
violations as we see at the EU borders, and just beyond.”

The violations of human rights to migrants can be linked to Bauman’s theory of ‘Wasted

Lives’. A priest from the Jesuit order mentioned something similar in his commemoration

speech; “We are living in a world of waste, where people who are of no use to us are being
disposed of.” He stressed that we need to get rid of this view on human lives.
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Next to coming up with arguments against the government’s ‘Migration Crisis’ - discourse,
they try to tackle the ‘Fear of the Other’ – discourse. To achieve this, NGOs highlight the

things migrants and Maltese have in common. In a joint press release by the NGOs they
stated;

‘Today, in commemoration of World Refugee Day, we recall the impact of the refugee
plight on those family members left behind, those dispersed along the way and those
eventually reuniting in safety. In this regard we acknowledge that family is the

cornerstone of society, a value that is highly cherished and protected in Malta. We
therefore express our solidarity with all those refugees whose family experiences are

reduced to hurried calls, who are lamenting the loss of their loved ones, or who are
striving to start a new life with their families, also here in Malta.’

Other narratives that try to bridge the gap between Maltese and migrants focus on the

shared history of discrimination. In their early history, Maltese were enslaved. Later,
during the rule of Great Britain, they were victims of racism. Migrants are currently
experiencing the same things on Malta. There are more links to be found in history.

Dr. Zammit, a University teacher of Law and Anthropology, points out that the Maltese stem
from the Phoenicians. These originated from an Arabic area now known as Syria. Malta has

a rich history, with inhabitants from all over the world. Alba from the Organization for
Friendship in Diversity (OFD) brought up that the current Maltese have family ties with
people from many different countries. They are a mixture of European, as well as Arabic
descendants. This counter-discourse holds the message that Malta should realize the

strengths of being a hybrid country, and embrace it. NGOs therefore strive to create a more

inclusive ‘island identity’. This was also the aim of the Discussion ‘Redefining Us’. Here it
was mentioned that aesthetics – what people look like – is often used to exclude. However,
this is based on a misinterpretation of identity. Appearance is only one aspect of identity.

As more and more people from abroad come to settle in Malta, all having the same

appearance should not be part of the ‘island identity’. The notion of identity has to be
changed from something static to flexible. This assumption of a ‘static identity’ comes from

the time that Malta was only inward looking, Dr. Zammit stated. “But now that we are part
of a global network, we have to deal with the reality that identity is fluid.” Alba from OFD
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realizes that the biggest challenge will be for the Maltese to define themselves as
individuals á nd as a community. “This should nó t be done by stating who we are not, or who
is different from us.”

To decrease the fear of the other, NGOs organize activities to bring Maltese and migrants
together. As was mentioned in the previous chapter, 43% of the population has never been

in contact with migrants (UNHCR 2012). This fosters the possibility of assumptions and
generalizations, which lead to racism. Some NGOs work from a bottom-up approach. They
see a lack of community activities, as there are hardly any that are not related to the

Catholic Church. NGOs like OFD and Integra plead for more community centres that will

allow people to do their day to day activities together. They have initiated projects, with
international play days for children, dinner parties at the open centres, and an informal

drop-in centre. Kopin, Integra and OFD all provide Maltese lessons, which should also

enhance integration of Migrants. Dr. De Luca, director of the department of Liberal Arts at
Malta’s university, points out the need of a drop-down approach. He hopes for an

integration policy that enforces meaningful encounters between different groups. In 2015,

under European pressure, the Maltese government finally initiated the development of
such a policy. Under the title ‘Mind D Gap’ they started a public consultation. NGOs, but also

individuals, were invited to give their opinion on how third country nationals could
integrate better within Maltese society.

It is the first time that the government asks for NGOs’ input. In the past, NGOs approached
the government with recommendations on policies. One of these referred to the detention
policy. Madison informed me that FSSM, together with JRS and Aditus, presented a
proposal to the minister of Home Affairs and National Security.

“There have been some changes, in how detention works, since that time. So the

advocacy worked. It took a lot of time, but it worked. Mainly about the minors, we put

a lot of pressure. Because unaccompanied minors used to go in detention with the
others. And it would take a long time before they would do the bone scan to
determine the age. They reduced the time. So some of it worked.”
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NGOs often find that policies and practices are changed very slowly on Malta. In this, an
aspect of Islandness is reflected; immobility. Time moves slow and change happens, but

very gradually. Maltese staff had accepted this. “Malta is just ten years behind on the rest of

Europe.” Joanne from JRS had said. Be that as it may, the slow process would astonish

international interns. Berna from Turkey works with the minors. She found out that they
are not going to school. “They claimed that this was not arranged yet as everyone was so
surprised that minors were coming to Malta. But this was two years ago!” she exclaimed.
Berna still had to adapt to the ‘island way of living’. In the next chapter I will discuss how
migrants deal with this.

5.5 What’s in a Name?
NGOs try to change policies through advocacy. Mouffe (2005) has pointed out that
establishing meaning of a policy happens through power struggles over discourse. Each
actor tries to explain and implement the policy based on his own discourse. This discourse
is partly formed by the labels and metaphors used. Foucault (1972/2010) has pointed out
that discourse is not just the result of language, but a social practice. The labels used, and

their meaning, are the result of discussions within society, and decisions taken by

authorities. In the narratives of NGOs, the words used to refer to migrants are not
randomly chosen, but carefully selected. They try to change the labels used within the

asylum arena. Landau (in Siegfried 2015) stated: “Public policy relies on the myth of clearly
distinguishable categories.” The terms migrant, asylum-seeker and refugee may hold very

different meanings; in practice the line between them is blurred. Siegfried (2015) wrote
that most boats crossing the Mediterranean contain both migrants and refugees.

Nevertheless, it benefits politicians to refer to all these people as illegal migrants. NGOs

take the other end of the spectrum and tend to call all asylum-seekers or refugees.

Technically, all are migrants at one point v, until they reach a host country. Then they have
the possibility to claim asylum and thus become asylum seekers. Only after successfully

going through the process of refugee status adjudication can they be called refugees.

However, the interesting thing about discourse is that not the technical definition is of
importance, but the meaning people attach to them.
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Next to the discussion on migrant or refugee, there is a discussion on the legal status of
migrants. Opposing actors in the asylum arena prefer the term illegal, while NGOs use

irregular. In their opinion, a person cannot be ‘illegal’. They agree that the entrance into a
country may be done illegally or one can overstay his visa, which results in illegal stay after
legal entrance. However, once asylum has been claimed, the stay is legal again. The UN

department on Human Rights came with a solution for this debate, by introducing the label

‘Survival Migrant’. They want to divert the discussion away from the legal status. In
addition, they find that there should not be a distinction between economic migrants and
refugees. All migrants start their journey in search for a better life (UNHR 2015). This was

picked up by Euro-parliamentarian Roberta Metsola, from Malta’s opposition party. In her
speech at a conference vi she said that policy makers should be careful, as it is easy to get

lost in statistics and to forget that behind every number, there is a human life. Ilaria, who
worked for a governmental institution, recognizes this. She explained;

“The thing is you start to realize, especially when working for a governmental
agency, especially when you talk about the media... They’re working against a
deadline, to reach a quota. So they take away something of the human aspects.”

Mireille from UNHCR Malta discloses that also people within society find it difficult to see

the human behind the labels asylum-seeker and refugee. In their narratives they try not to

use these terms. Instead they purposely frame their work as ‘providing equal access and

enjoyment of rights for all women, men, boys, and girls’. This way Mireille hopes that people
can more easily relate to the migrants as fellow human beings.

Ilaria sees in her work as a counsellor that her clients get confused by the terms asylum

seeker and refugee. They connect it to the word victim, resulting in a passive attitude. She

tries to fight this. “I hate the word victim. I always make a point of that. They have so much
more life experience than I do. I always tell them that they teach me more than I teach them.”
She focuses on positive counselling. “It is all about perspective. They shouldn’t internalise the

victim role, then they expect that others assist them.” Felicia from Kopin found that in the
past some Maltese NGOs created the image of refugees as victims, to raise funds. These

were mostly church organizations. She believes that the way Maltese look at fund raising
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and voluntary work comes forth out of charity work. Being a Catholic culture, charity is a
big thing in Malta. But charity automatically means that there is a victim and a caregiver,
resulting in an imbalanced power relationship. Kopin is different, working from a human

rights based approach. They see the value of people and focus on collaboration. To stop the
victimization, they initiated a campaign for dignity of refugees. It spreads the message that
they are real people with agency. In the next chapter I will elaborate further on the agency
of migrants.

5.6 Conclusion
In this chapter I have identified the Big Five amongst the NGO staff. They play a role in the
asylum arena from the beginning; setting up the first NGOs that assist migrants. The

amount of NGOs has increased in the past ten years, but the amount of people active
remains roughly the same. As the arena is so small, everyone seems to know everyone. Ties

amongst colleagues are close. This is intensified by the fact that their views on migration

and refugees are not shared by the broader Maltese society. Family and friends are not able

to really understand what people encounter at work. Colleagues do share the same
worldview and motivations. They feel responsible to protect migrants’ rights, to make sure
asylum and integration policies are created and put into practice. But the process of

creating, modifying and implementing policies are very slow. In this we see an aspect of

Islandness, immobility. Change only happens gradually, which is accepted by the Maltese

but astonishes the international NGO staff.

Other motivations for working in the asylum arena stem from an individual’s background.

Narratives are founded in their moral values of helping others. For some Maltese women
this had been part of their upbringing. Other NGO staff experienced the exact opposite.

They started questioning values they were led to believe. These were racist ideas grounded

in ignorance of their parents and fear of the Other. The existence of racism is not

surprising. Malta has long been isolated from global politics. This is another aspect of
Islandness, isolation. Up to ten years ago the inhabitants of the island had never seen black
people. In the previous chapter I mentioned that this fear of the unknown both leads to,
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and is a result of the lack of contact between Maltese and migrants. NGOs now try to bring
the groups together through cultural activities.

There are several ways in which NGO staff strategically uses narratives to reach their goals.

For one, they narrate about the importance and effectiveness of their work. This can clearly

be seen at their performances during conferences. It is done to impress their colleagues, as
well as raise funds for their organizations. In their struggle for funding they compete with

each other, losing sight of what is really important; the beneficiaries. The migrants are not

consulted in the process of policies and NGO work. Projects are therefore not consistent

with their lifeworlds, needs and expectations. The next chapter will discuss the effects of
this further.

Another reason narratives are used, is to counter the ‘Migration Crisis’- and ‘Fear of the
Other’-discourses of the government. Through statements in the media and bridging

projects NGO staff tries to influence people’s ideas about migration. They also try to change
the way people view migrants. This is done by using different labels, like the less negative

‘irregular’ migrant instead of ‘illegal’. Or asylum-seeker and refugee, as it would evoke
more sympathy. In policies, the human aspect often gets lost in the numbers and statistics.

NGOs try to remind people that migrants are real people, with dignity and agency. The next
chapter will tell the stories of these people.
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Part 4 ~ Migrants as Actors of Change
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“The biggest problem of the [asylum] system is that it does not take agency of
individuals into account. With agency I mean the storytelling to manipulate the
system.”
Cathrine Camilleri, vii

Jesuit Refugee Service

A

fter an one hour-bus drive we arrive at Ħangar Open Centre. A man from Ghana, who
goes by the nickname Sweden after the country who deported him back to Malta, had

agreed to introduce me to some of his friends. I needed to come into contact with people
living there. The name might be Ħangar Open Centre; it was not open to me at all. We

therefore met his friends in the parking lot just outside the centre. A big guy with

dreadlocks, Alaji, was more than willing to talk to me. He was fed up with Malta and the
whole asylum industry. He told me that he arrived on the island three years ago from

Gambia. “They threw me into prison right away. They may call it “detention” it is exactly like a
prison!” He spent a year there before they transferred him to Ħangar. But the conditions in
the open centre are not much better than detention. Men have to sleep in bunk beds with 4
to 8 people in one room. There is no privacy and no safe closets to keep your belongings.

Meals are provided twice a day; one day pasta, the other day rice and chicken. Facilities to
prepare your own food are very poor. “The worse are the ice-cold showers, even in winter!

Do not be mistaken, winters on Malta can be very very cold. There is no heater in this whole
building.” The future of Alaji is looking grim. He has two rejects. Now, AWAS wants him to

leave the centre. It is already October, so chances of him finding a job are slim as tourist
season is coming to an end. This means that he will not be able to pay rent. He will be on
the streets in two weeks time. He looks at me and says;

“I always heard stories about these Human Rights. In Gambia we have a dictator,
there are no human rights. Now I have come to Europe and again there are no
Human Rights. So where in the world are they?”
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He understands why his friend Sweden once tried to escape the island. This is difficult,
as it is illegal to leave. If the police catch you, they will put you in jail for 9 months.

“What is the difference? I am here on Malta like in a prison. I am stuck. They do not want

me to stay, but they do not want me to leave either. I can better take my chances and try
to break free.” He is considering taking life in his own hands again.

6.1 Struggle with the System
The will of Alaji to break free is both literal as it is symbolic. Many migrants expressed

that they feel trapped on the island. They are so close to Europe, but are cut off from
the main land by water. To escape asks for creativity and bravery. I will tell more about
this later on. Symbolically migrants get stuck in the system. As soon as they set foot on

the island, they become institutionalized and have to obey to a lot of rules. This started
with detention, where they used to lose all of their freedoms. They were told when to

sleep and eat. Freedom of movement was taken away completely. Besides thirty

minutes of fresh air a day, the outside world was locked behind three layers of metal
fences. But also after migrants were transferred to open centres, there were many

rules to obey. Food would be provided at fixed times, an evening clock dictated when
they had to go to bed, and a schedule stated when chores had to be done. If things were

not in order according to the management of the centre, migrants would be cut on their
allowance. The threat of losing allowance is often used by AWAS to control migrants’

behaviour. I saw that many of the migrants struggle with this strict system. They are

young adults, used to taking care of themselves. “Now, I have to obey to more rules than

even my own mother sets!” Musa had exclaimed. The worse are the rules concerning

visitors. Some centres forbid any outsider to enter. This is very painful for the WestAfricans, as visiting each other to share food together is very important in their culture.

Wherever there are rules, there are people breaking them. To keep hanging out
together, migrants used to jump the fence. Musa got so used to this that when he

accompanied me to Ħal Far Tent Village for an event of AWAS, he automatically took
the back way. When we were passing huge deserted pipes and climbed through a hole
in the fence I realized this could not be the official entrance. Jason was with us and got
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upset with Musa, fearing he was getting me into trouble. He insisted to report
ourselves with the guards before visiting Musa’s Somalian sisters. If the guards were

even surprised to see me coming from the other side of the gate, they did not show it. I
did not even have to sign a guest-list. This was a bit of an anti-climax after the stories I
had heard about the strictness of AWAS’ security policies and practices.

6.2 Strategic use of Narratives
The practice of releasing persons with special needs – like children – from detention has
lead to people manipulating the system. No one wants to be detained for 12 months or

more. Once word got out on this practice, the amount of minors arriving in Malta suddenly
increased. To determine if people claiming to be minors are really younger than 18, AWAS

developed an age assessment. Based on this a recommendation would be made to the

Principal Immigration Officer. Monica, a former employee of AWAS, had worked for the

Adult Assessment Team (AAT) and explained this assessment to me. In order to find out if
someone really was a minor, they held interviews. During the interviews they tried to
determine who was strategically adapting his life story to fit with the conditions of the

minor policy. Monica informs; “We would try to ask for dates when important things had
happened in their lives. Like when a parent had died or a sibling had died. Or when they had
changed countries, had left their home countries. We would ask for their ages at that day.”
Ilaria, a youth counsellor at AWAS, had also worked for the AAT. “All the interviews had to
be done within six hours. I wanted to make sure that every person was alright to leave, as the
stories could get quite emotional. But there simply wasn’t any time for that.” The problem
Monica often encountered during the interviews was that a lot of the migrants did not

know their exact dates of birth. “They have probably never seen their birth certificate. If they

are Somalis they probably never even had a certificate.” They tried judging on some ones

looks if he was a minor, but this proved very difficult. Although sometimes it was quite
clear someone was not telling the truth; “Sometimes you can [tell by the looks]. {With a
laugh in her voice} We sometimes had people who claimed to be minors and they had grey in

their hair. But in most cases it wasn’t that clear cut. So you had to ask a lot of questions and
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look for physical signs like wrinkles.” When based on the interview they could not determine

if someone was lying or not, there was a bone density test, done on the wrist. “That should

show if someone is under 18, but it is not very accurate.” Her conclusion was that the age
assessment is not an accurate process. Narratives are often successfully performed to
obtain the minor-label.

6.3 Claiming Asylum
The asylum process comes with another set of rules. There are the formal rules set in the
policy of applying. These set out when the interviews are held and when a person is
applicable to obtain a status. The informal rules apply to the way a migrant is to dress and

behave during the interviews. Even though there is a juridical framework in which the
criteria are established, many migrants feel that a positive decision is based on luck. It

depends on who you talk with, and how you perform your story. Wake (2013)

acknowledges that the outcome of the determination process largely depends on the

narrative the asylum seeker has constructed, and on how well he performs this. Jeffer

(2012:31) referred to the refugee determination process as a “bureaucratic performance”.
McKinnon (2009) found that the success of an asylum seeker is for a large part based on his
capacity to perform credibility. It proves to be important to speak well and narrate

rationally. McKinnon refers to this as the ‘‘paradox of enactment; they must be logical but

not too stoic, and emotional but not hysterical’’ (2009:216). The whole performance starts

with the phrase “I claim asylum”. It is an interesting choice of words: ‘claiming asylum’. An

individual claims he needs protection; it is the task of the Office of the Refugee
Commissioner to determine if this claim is correct.

I spend a lot of time with West-African migrants and found that they are highly aware of

the importance of how they perform their asylum narratives. Some were very nervous

before the interview. It is for West-Africans difficult to obtain a protection status. They
need to come up with a good story, with good arguments to convince the refugee
commission. This has to do with the fact the West-Africans often flee from poverty. While

they also encounter hardships and uncertainty, in the Refugee Convention fleeing from
poverty has not been taken into account. Marfleet (2006) explained this by looking at the
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setting in which the Refugee Convention has been drawn up. This happened during the
time of the Cold War, with its fierce competition between Capitalism and Communism. The

in the West formulated Refugee Convention focuses on people fleeing because of a well-

founded fear of being persecuted based on their religion, ethnicity, membership of a social

group or political opinion (UNHCR 1967). This is in accordance with the reasons asylum

seekers from the East arrived in the West. Taking up fleeing from poverty and the

hardships this brings, Marfleet points out, would be acknowledging that Capitalism is not
the great ideology the West was proclaiming it to be. Up to this date economic refugees
have not been acknowledged by governmental institutions, despite academic calls for a

redefining of the label ‘Refugee’ (Zetter 2007). The reason many West-African migrants still

claim asylum in Europe, is that there is no other legal channel for obtaining the right to
work in the union. Crépeau, the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants,
suggests regularizing mobility by creating multiple entry visas. These would give migrants

the opportunity to find a job in Europe, after which they will obtain a work permit
(Crépeau in Ludeker 2015). For now, constructing asylum narratives remain the only
option for West-African migrants.

There are a lot of stories going on amongst the West-African community about what best to
say. Storytelling plays an important role; it is the way to obtain information. If I would

suggest to Google something, this only resulted in weird looks and the nickname Miss

Google. They preferred to call a friend of a friend for information. There are certain
migrants who are experts on the asylum arena. They manage to move between social
worlds. These people can collect and channel scarce information, which they use to make
things happen. Stovel and Shaw (2012) explain that these so called ‘brokers’ arrange

introductions, advocate for others, or make sense of the world. Brokerage can be defined as
the process of connecting actors in systems of political, social, or economic relations in
order to obtain access to valued resources (Stovel et al. 2011). It rests on informal,

personal relationships. I was fortunate to become close to Jason, a real ‘asylum expert’. Like
Hilhorst’s ‘village experts’ in her research on NGOs and development (Hilhorst 2003:82), he

was a core actor in the arena, with knowledge of asylum and the receiving community – the

migrants. Jason was of great importance, both for me as for the different actors in the
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arena. Not only did he speak the languages of the different groups – English and many
West-African languages - he knew their discourses too. Whenever NGOs or AWAS would

encounter difficulties with migrants, he was summoned to mediate. In addition, Jason was

often requested as a translator and cultural mediator by both government institutions and
NGOs. This increased his knowledge on asylum policies and the practices of these actors.

Because of this, he became the go to-guy when people were preparing themselves for the

asylum determination process. Jason knew the criteria for obtaining the Refugee Status,
and gave advice on what to highlight in a story. Kale, a new arrival, came to visit him to ask

advice. He had claimed to be from Mali and now the refugee commissioner asked for a birth
certificate. Jason had connections with someone in Mali who could possibly help him out.
Kale was really from Senegal, he told me, but it was impossible to get a protection status for

Senegalese. It happened often that migrants changed their country of origin. Jason would

point out people to me, telling their claimed and original countries. The content of the

asylum narrative would be fitted to the criteria of the Refugee Convention as well. Jason
would advice people never to mention poverty or lack of employment possibilities as a
reason to leave. Instead death of family members or fear of the government makes for

important themes. These strategic constructions of narratives show the agency of the
migrants. As they are not in the position to change the criteria of the Refugee Convention,
they strategically use their narratives in order to obtain a protection status.

6.4 Acting for Change
It is not surprising that migrants show agency, like any other person. Given the journey
they had to make to reach Europe, they are just as ‘imaginative, resourceful and industrious’
as the refugees Kibreab met in Somalia (1993). Nevertheless, migrants and refugees are
often perceived in terms of their needs, rather than their agency (Horst 2008:121).

Catherine Camilleri from JRS Malta sees this as the biggest problem of the system.

She recognizes the agency in migrants’ storytelling to manipulate the system. The result of

this is “a culture of disbelief towards migrants from the people who are supposed to help
them”, Salome Mouya stated at an IOM Conference on integration. She finds this bad for the

self-esteem and calls it dehumanizing. Horst (2008) finds that the system is weakening the
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resilience of people, while migration is actually an investment in one’s own resilience. The
West-African migrants all left their home country to improve their quality of life. Before

coming to Europe, the men I spoke with had worked in different African countries. Their

aim with coming to Europe is to work and make good money, not only for themselves, but

also to send to their families back home. Sana, a spokesperson for an organization working

with returnees, called migrants ‘Actors of Change’, as their remittances enable
development in the home countries. Vicky Ann Cremona, the former Maltese ambassador in

Tunisia, pointed out that migration increases the resilience of the home country. At the

EURO-MED conference she addressed this positive side of migration. Comparing

the situation of Malta in the 60’s with those of African countries now, she stated that

migration is of great importance to developing countries. This way migration can be part
of the solution, not a problem in itself.

Malta may not be the chosen country of destination; it does have a lot of employment
possibilities. Many migrants are working in kitchens, hotels, garbage collection or

construction. Unique about Malta is that not only asylum seekers and refugees are allowed

to work, rejected asylum seekers can also obtain a work permit, pending their deportation
(Pisani 2011). After paying for the permit, they get a legal job and have to pay taxes and
national insurance. Although this sounds ideal, in practice rejected asylum seekers have no

rights at all. They have no access to health insurance or any of the benefits from paying
taxes. I heard from many migrants that their employers refused to request a permit,
provide a contract or pay out the salary. Their loans were also lower than what the locals

are paid. The government is benefitting the most from these permits; they earn money and
are able to keep track of the rejected asylum seekers (Pisani 2011). The work permits do

not protect migrants from exploitation practices. Musa told me about a friend who had
agreed on EUR30 for a day’s work in construction. At the end of the day he only received 30

cents. “What was he to do? Where was he to go?” Because of their weak position in society, a
lot of migrants are afraid to object. But not all; there have been some protests by migrant

groups. Instead of narratives that focus on their need for help, they create narratives on
their productiveness and importance for Malta. This links to the ‘Actor of Change’-
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discourse. By trying to convince Maltese of their contributions to the country, they
strategically use narratives to obtain more rights and inclusion in Maltese society.

6.5 A Struggle to Accept and be Accepted
Many Migrants struggle with the fact that they are on Malta. Before arriving, they had heard

stories about Europe from their friends. These were mainly positive stories, about equal
rights for everyone, and great employment possibilities and housing. After arriving in

Malta, many learn that the reality is very different from these narratives. Like Alaji, they get
disillusioned about human rights. To cope with the different reality, the migrants I spend

time with had created their own discourse on life on Malta. This is made up of narratives
explaining that Malta is not like other European member states.

“They are Arab, they might be part of Europe now, but they remain Arabs. Christian
or Muslim doesn’t matter, they remain Arab. I mean, do you feel like being in Europe
here? It’s not, it’s really different here. They only go for their own people, EU or nonEU doesn’t matter to them, only Maltese.”
Weston, a Gambian, referred to an aspect of Islandness; the identity Malta was trying to
create of them not being Arabs but Christian Mediterranean. The West-Africans had

travelled through Libya and could easily identify similarities among the Libyans and the
Maltese. Not only in the language, also in the (lack of) work ethics. The West-African

migrants I spoke with struggled with another Islandness aspect as well, that of Isolation.
Some of them were well developed young men. In search of work, they had lived in many

different African countries before coming to the EU. They had developed a broad world

view, with more knowledge on international politics than some Maltese. Malta’s inward

looking society was incomprehensible to them. Remarkable is that Maltese perceive WestAfricans as less developed and uncivilized. A guard from Marsa Open Centre had said that

he sometimes looks at them and imagines them in the bush. He thought life in Malta must
be so much better. Jael told me astonished that his boss had asked if Gambia had flats too;
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“We have skyscrapers! I told him to Google pictures of Banjul. These people don’t know
anything!” More migrants expressed their frustrations with the close minded Maltese.

The negative views migrants have on Malta and the Maltese, make integration difficult.

Some migrants openly proclaim their aversion for the island and their determination to
leave as soon as possible. However, integration has to come from two sides. As Salome

Mouya pointed out: “Integration is everybody’s business, not only that of migrants.” Migrants
struggle to be accepted by the Maltese. It has become clear from the previous chapters that

it remains difficult to access Maltese society. This is also literally the case, the former
detention centre and the open centres are in Ħal Far, which is far from the centre of the

island. “Out of sight, out of mind,” Antonio had said. “Before the migrants, we used to store

the disabled people there.” This practice goes to show that the Maltese have no high opinion
of migrants. A large group in Malta prefers not to take in any migrants. In an interview with

Le Courrier the Somali Farah Abdullahi Abdi recounts that “[s]ome of the staff [from the
minor centre] were very xenophobic, they would say: ‘Go back to your country, you are
wasting our resources.'” They see migrants as a burden to Malta’s economy.

At a conference of the National Commission for the Promotion of Equality I met with

Ahmadu. Before the event started we talked a bit on his experiences in Malta. As the

conference was about racial discrimination, the conversation quickly took that direction
too. Ahmadu talked about the threats he had received because he was black. He draws

extra attention because he is working as a journalist for the African Media Association
Malta. They always react on his posts and on several occasions they used his photo to make

offensive images. On one, they cut out his face and pasted it on a monkey. On another photo
of him and the minister of Social Dialogue, they had put an image of a bull over his face.

Besides these negative experiences, Ahmadu remains positive. “It is only a small group of
the Maltese population that behaves like this. There are many different people amongst the
Maltese, negative ones, good ones, neutral ones.” He also believes that things will get better

for migrants on Malta. “In the beginning, in 2004, migrants were beaten up by Maltese in the

streets. Now this doesn’t happen anymore.” According to him, things will only get better in
future.
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I find it important to point out that the migrants who discussed their struggle with Malta
and their encounters with discrimination with me were all from West-Africa. There are also

migrants from North-Africa and the Middle East in Malta, but as I said before, I got close to
the West-African community. Their experiences may be very different from the others.

Amongst the NGO staff, the view was that migrants from Libya and Syria integrated better
in Maltese society. They pick up the language and because of their looks easily blend in.
West-Africans have such a different appearance, no matter how long they are on Malta,

they will always stand out. There is not only discrimination from the Maltese, Libyans
discriminate the West-Africans as well. At the office of the Refugee Commissioner, Aisha, a

Libyan woman from a wealthy family, got really upset that she had to sit in the same
waiting room as all the ‘Blacks’. The migrant community on Malta is far from homogeneous,
resulting in different experiences.

6.6 Beyond the Label
Even though the West-Africans often meet with aversion and discrimination, there are also

groups that are open to them. Many of the people working for NGOs felt a special
connection to the Africans. They are interested in their culture, expressed through Reggae

parties and cultural events. These bring life worlds of Africans and NGO staff together, next

to the formal interfaces at offices and conferences. Through the narratives and

observations I detected a struggle amongst the NGO staff to keep things “professional”. Like

I mentioned in the previous part, NGO staff find difficulties in connecting with people
outside their work field, as their lifeworlds become so different. Ilaria explained the effect
her work had on her;

“There is this saying; ‘I’ve been touched by people who have left scares on me.’ I can

really understand that saying. I remember reading it and saying, yeah… Because you
start seeing the bigger picture, rather than your comfort. Not, ‘Oh, I’m just gonna go
to the beach and relax. You start to see things very differently.”
Next to their co-workers, the migrants understand what they encounter at work; the

frustrations, injustice and incomprehension from other Maltese about their presence in
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Malta. This forms a base for close relationships, more close than to be expected with a
client. Berna told me about a workshop she had received at Integra, on how to treat

migrants and remain a distance. This is believed to be necessary, as most volunteers are
girls, while migrants are mainly young boys. They are not used to having female friends and

interpret their interest in something more romantic. “When we meet, they say things like ‘I

missed you, I like you, I love you.’ This can be very awkward.” Berna tries to stay open
towards the migrants, but still be clear about her professional status. She does not want to

add pain to their troubles in the form of a broken heart. When migrants come to Integra’s
drop-in centre, she tries not to pry in their lives but only focus on their language skills. It is

different if she meets them ‘outside’. She made many friends at Reggae parties. And
sometimes the volunteers do get close to the people they teach every week. As the

relationship whit each individual is different, friendships do develop. “When the German

interns left we gave a farewell party and we invited our migrants, the once we see most often,
as well.” The informal format of the drop-in centre contributes to the struggle of a

professional relationship. At one event the interns introducing the activity kept switching
between the labels clients and friends. This struggle does not only take place at Integra.

Daniel from PfC and Jason, their translator, grew close as well. They had trouble defining

their relationship. At one point Jason said that Daniel is his teacher, at which Daniel
responded with: “No way! I’m more your student, buddy, colleague, friend.” This was a

multifaceted description that seemed to be a pleasing answer for Jason.

Samantha had said that to work in the asylum industry, you have to have a passion for
human rights and social justice. If not, “it is not exactly the best work for you. Because you

have to put your heart and your soul into it.” Some women take this saying quite literally,

and get their hearts involved. When young people spend a lot of time together,

relationships blossom. I am an example of this, and I do not stand alone. Several employees

from MSSF and JRS are married to Africans. Also short affairs occur. When my Man had
introduced me to an acquaintance of him, this man looked me up and down and said: “So
you love us?” When I spoke to my Man about this later, he explained that amongst migrants
there is the belief that some girls working for NGOs do this job because they love Africans.

They are looking for ways to come in contact with African men. Later on I met some
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international volunteers who were open about their preference for African men. They

could be seen about the island with different boys. Let me make clear that I believe that an

outsider can never judge the sincerity of someone’s relationship. In addition, each
relationship is different. That being said, there were many stories going about that the

African boys hope to find their way out of the asylum process by dating a European girl.

Although it is a very long and difficult process, it is an option to escape Malta’s asylum
industry by falling in love and marrying a European.

6.7 Decision to leave
It is no secret that many migrants want to escape Malta’s asylum arena. They get tired of

trying to fit in, tired of waiting for the right documents, tired of fighting the system. Some
decide to take matters back in their own hands and leave the island. The official number of

asylum seekers who entered Malta up to 2009 has been 12.000. By 2010 the number of

immigrants on the island was 5.200. While a few have been resettled, most have left the
island on their own account (Calleja, Cauchi and Grech 2010). Every migrant knows stories
about people who managed to escape and managed to reach Italy, or better yet, the

Promised Land Germany. Their stories form a beacon of hope for the ones stuck in Malta;
the non-deportable rejected asylum seekers. There is a close information network a person
planning to make the journey can tap into. He cautiously has to drop word that he wants to
leave. Via via he will get into contact with the right people, who will make him an offer.

There are two ways to leave the island, by plain or by boat. There are certain Maltese
people who sail migrants to Italy in their private boats. If a person chooses to go by ferry or

plain, a passport is needed. There are human smugglers viii active who can arrange for false
Italian documents. Abeo, a Nigerian who often had dinner at my house, told me more about

his job. He is passionately Evangelic and was always trying to encourage me and others
stuck on the island with wise phrases and success stories of people who managed to leave

Malta. Living in Italy with his wife and two kids, he had a protection status which gave him

the opportunity to travel freely in Europe. This was important for his work, Abeo

explained, as he needed to be up-to-date on the security measures. It is his responsibility to
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advice his clients on when to travel, and to which airport. Those who want to arrange the

journey themselves, can barrow real documents from migrants with a protection status, in
return of a financial compensation. Once the person reaches Italy, the documents have to
be send back.

Next to (rejected) asylum seekers, migrants with a status may decide to continue their
journey to Europe’s mainland. While a protection status comes with the right to travel, it

only allows a person to stay abroad for three months. Some migrants overstay this period
and find jobs in the informal sector. Should the immigration officers come across them,
they are to be deported. One night Mobo was telling stories about his adventures on

Europe’s mainland. We were with a group of eight, and besides me no one else had yet
managed to leave the island. Everyone was listening in awe to his experiences in Sweden,

Austria and Germany. When he was caught in Austria, he had to go to court. “The judged
ruled that I was to be deported” Mobo recalled. “‘Deported to where?’ I asked. ‘Back to

Malta!’” His audience sighs with relief. “I had no problem with returning to Malta, back to
Nigeria would have been worse!” No matter how often he will be returned to Malta, he will
continue to try and leave the island. And he is not alone in this. A lot of West-African

migrants are not impressed by the policies and practices of European Immigration Laws.

During the back-way journey to Europe they passed through so many hardships that the

punishments European law dictates are perceived to be very soft. They are taken as part of
the obstacles needed to overcome in reaching the goal of these Actors of Change; living and
working in Europe.

6.8 Conclusion
In this chapter the actors who take a central place are the migrants. They form the reason
the asylum arena was formed on Malta, and their continued arrival and presence on the

island are the fundamental conditions for the asylum arena to exist. As soon as a migrant
sets foot on Malta, he becomes institutionalized and has to obey the many rules. The

policies dictate when he eats, sleeps, meets with friends, and has the chance to perform his

asylum narrative. But migrants are no passive chain in the asylum industry. As many of
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them are free spirited young men who have travelled all over Africa, they find ways to get

around the rules. To get out of the detention policy, some migrants have created narratives
concerning their age. If they could convince AWAS of their minority, they would be released

from detention. Because of the lack of birth certificates, AWAS’ Adult Assessment Team
would try to determine who was strategically adapting his life story to fit with the
conditions of the minor policy. But the age assessment is not an accurate process.
Narratives were often successfully performed to obtain the minor-label.

The determination process of the asylum policy has been called a “bureaucratic
performance”, referring to the narratives performed by the asylum seekers. The outcome of

this process depends for a large part on how well an asylum seeker performs the narrative
he has constructed. To learn more on which narrative to construct, migrants can turn to

‘asylum experts’. These brokers move between the different life-worlds of migrants, NGOs
and governmental institutions. They manage to gather scarce information and are
therefore able to give advice to other migrants about their asylum claim. West-African

migrants show agency in their efforts to construct a convincing narrative. This is needed, as
it is difficult for them to meet the criteria of the Refugee Convention. They strategically use

their narratives in order to obtain a protection status as it is the only legal channel to enter

Europe. There are academic calls to change this. The individual narrative and nuanced
stories on why people leave their homes will help to better understand the push factors of
mobility. This can lead to creating policy solutions (Phillips 2014). I found that many West-

African migrants had left their home countries in search of employment. The money they

earn is send back to their family. These remittances help develop home countries. I
therefore agree with Crépeau, the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants, to

regularize mobility by creating multiple entry visas. These would give migrants the

opportunity to find a job in Europe, after which they will obtain a work permit (Crépeau in

Ludeker 2015). For now, constructing asylum narratives remain the only option for WestAfrican migrants.

Malta is an interesting place when looking at employment possibilities. As the only country
in the EU, it provides work permits for non-deportable rejected asylum seekers. This

means that every migrant has the opportunity to legally work on the island. There are
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many jobs to be found, mainly hard jobs that are avoided by the Maltese. While migrants

may work legally, paying taxes and national insurance, they have no access to any benefits.
In addition, employers manage to avoid contracts and continue exploiting migrants. The

work permits are therefore more beneficial for the Maltese government, as they earn
money on it and easily keep track of rejected asylum seekers, pending their deportation.
Because of their weak position in society, a lot of migrants are afraid to protest. However,

there are migrants that form groups and organize protests. They create narratives on their
productiveness and importance for Malta. This links to the ‘Actor of Change’-discourse. By

trying to convince Maltese of their contributions to the country, they strategically use
narratives to obtain more rights and inclusion in Maltese society.

By analysing the narratives of migrants and my observations of them, I found several

aspects of Islandness that affect their position in the asylum arena. The idea of isolation and
the inward looking attitude this accompanies, was frustrating for many migrants. The
West-African young men had travelled a lot, leading to broad interests and knowledge on

global politics. They came into contact with Maltese who were very narrow-minded and

had no clue of their life-worlds. This ignorance led to discrimination and the misconception
that the Africans were less developed. On the other hand, some migrants were very harsh

in their opinions on the Maltese. They countered the Maltese identity by comparing them

with ‘aggressive and untrustworthy Arabs’, instead of the ‘honest Catholics’ the Maltese
proclaim themselves to be. These attitudes make integration very challenging.

Discrimination often occurs, in the form of unequal chances at the job market, and in
physical and verbal violence. While the physical violence is declining, verbal violence

spreads easily through social media. The community of migrants claiming asylum in Malta
is not homogenous. This results in migrants from different ethnicities having very different

experiences. The ‘White Arabs’ like Syrians and Libyans blend in more easily. Some of them
discriminate the West-Africans too.

Within the asylum arena there are also people who are open to the West-Africans. These

are mainly employees and international volunteers from the NGOs. As their life-worlds are
sometimes more close to those of migrants than those of Maltese, relationships get tight.

NGO staff then finds it difficult to keep a professional distance. Some NGOs have adopted
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mandatory workshops to teach their female volunteers how to handle the advances of the

young African boys. However, these are not always successful and some girls do not even

want to separate their professional and personal lives. Amongst the migrants stories go

about European women who prefer African men and work in the Asylum arena just to meet
with them. Some migrants welcome these women, as getting a relationship and marrying a

European will lead to a residence permit. It can be a way out of Malta’s asylum industry, a
dream of many migrants.

For those who do not meet the right women, there is the option of illegally leaving the

island. This asks for creativity and bravery, as well as the right connections. There are

human smugglers, both Maltese and migrants with a status, who are able to help people
cross the sea. This may be done by private boat, ferry or plain, with the use of false or

borrowed documents. Many migrants, who do manage to obtain a legal status, have opted
to continue to Europe’s mainland as well. While they have the right to travel, they do not
have the right to stay more than three months. However, many overstay this period and

find work in the informal sector. When the immigration office finds out, they are deported

back to Malta. Most leave the island again, only to travel to another EU country. A lot of
West-African migrants are not impressed by the policies and practices of European

Immigration Laws and ‘soft’ their punishments. These are taken as part of the obstacles
needed to be overcome before reaching the goal of the Actors of Change; living and working
in Europe.
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Part 5 ~ Conclusion
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“Voters see the tragedy in the Mediterranean as a humanitarian crisis
rather than an immigration issue.”
Alan Travis,

Journalist at the Guardian ix

W

hen I arrive at the Love Sign in Spinola Bay, a group of about 300 people has already

gathered there. I see some familiar faces; Ilaria from AWAS, Berna from Integra,

Salana, the Ethiopian cultural mediator. Daniel appears from nowhere, asking me if I want

to join them in the back of the group. The atmosphere is a little excited and awkward.

People find each other in the crowd, check if everyone has a candle. It compares to a social
gathering as many people seem to know each other, but then again, how do you now

answer a simple question as ‘How are you?’ Obviously not with the standard ‘Good”. We
have gathered for a Memorial March, to honour the people who died at the shipwrecks on

13 and 19 April. Departing from Libya, boats carrying hundreds of people capsized. Over a

thousand people got lost in the Mediterranean. While the small group of survivors will be

brought to Italy, the found bodies will find their final resting place on Malta. These tragic

events have captured the attention of the world. Journalists from the national and
international media are present. I see the American ambassador is giving an interview, next
to some people of the Big Five who initiated this event.

When we start moving, I notice that the crowd has at least tripled. Next to the NGO staff and

migrants, there are political figures and many Maltese. The March brings everyone from the
asylum arena together. Everyone is talking quietly with each other. I find myself walking

next to one of the interns of PfC. We discuss how the past events affect people working in

this field. All the campaigns and lobbying is supposed to prevent this, but policies and
practices change so slowly. When we arrive at the coast in Sliema, I see the president just
driving off. She has walked part of the march, to show her support. At the coast people start
forming small altars. Everyone is silenced, clearly thinking about the reason we are there.

Some cry openly, both Africans and Europeans. An Eritrean man wears a cap with the text I
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am a survivor. He is crying and talking to the crowed. When he stops, a Maltese man is
going over to hug him close. People start applauding. There is an atmosphere of solidarity.

7.1 Reflections

I remember that on the day of the Memorial March, my emotions were running high. As I

walked up to put my candle near the water, I couldn’t help but fight some tears. The days

prior to the march I had been angry and frustrated with the discourse and policies of the
EU. When I was looking at the water of the Mediterranean, I could only think about the
victims. These are real people, whose lives have ended so horribly because of policies.

While I was always interested in migration issues, and could get upset about the –to meillogical and inhumane policies, during my time in Malta I had the first possibility to work
face to face with the people who endure these policies; migrants and NGO staff. Two

months into my fieldwork, the Memorial March marks the time that I became an

acknowledged part of the asylum arena. The days after the ‘tragedy in the Mediterranean’
people came to me to talk about what had happened. They knew I was interested in what
they had to say. But this was difficult for me as well, as there was no escape from my own

thoughts. Day and night I kept imagining the people I came to know and care for on such
boats. Before I could drown in my own emotions, my academic skills came to the rescue.

Because of my intellectual training I could get myself together and look at the events from
the position of a researcher. I understood what Hyndman (2001:266-7) meant when she

wrote that, though fieldwork legitimizes the basis for claims of knowledge, it is to the

researcher to piece the findings together. It was up to me to find the meanings attached to
events happening in the field. My time at university had provided me with academic norms

and insights, which made it possible for me to shift my focus from the horrific events to the

effects they had on the narratives of the actors within the arena. Both in Malta as
internationally, the realization came that there were real people who died at sea. For a

time, the perceived differences between people disappeared and there was a shared belief

that things had to change. While now this has ebbed away some, it gives me hope for the
future.
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7.2 Limitations
Before turning to the conclusions of my research, let me point out some limitations. First of
all I hold the view that the experience of fieldwork as such is an insufficient condition for

knowledge, as it can never capture the whole picture. Hyndman (2001:267) has argued
that no whole picture exists. To deal with this limitation, I have aimed not to make

omniscient claims, but – through conducting research ‘from below’ - ground my findings in
the social relationships of institutions and their policies and practices.

In the introduction of this thesis I argued that Malta makes for an interesting case study as
it provides a ‘spatial laboratory’. What happens on the island can be seen on a larger scale
in Europe and in the World. Marcus (1995) and later Candea (2007) have critiqued the

‘spatial laboratory’ theme and debate the relevance of the local, small-scale field. They

claim that ‘the local’ could only be understood and researched in reference to observations
made elsewhere in the global system. Marcus pleads for a multi-sited ethnography and
suggests following ‘the people’ when researching migration (Marcus, 1995: 106-110).

Migration, linking islands to other places, is actually one of the most obvious examples for
the need of multi-sited research as there is always a ‘here’ and ‘there’ (King 2009:77).

Unfortunately, I did not have the possibility to conduct research in other places. My
findings only give a limited understanding of the narratives of those standing on the

threshold of Europe. It would be interesting to also conduct research in the West-African
home countries and the so called ‘Destination Countries’. Comparative analyses could be

done on the narratives told about the journey, asylum and life in Europe. This could give
more insight in push and pull factors of migration. Through the nuanced narratives of why

people leave their home countries, and looking at the mixed motivations for departing, we
can come to understand these push and pull factors and create policy solutions.

A clear limitation in my research is the absence of women amongst my research subjects.
This may give a skewed representation of migrants’ narratives, as those of women could

differ greatly. While less visible to me, women make up an increasing share of total
migrants. Presently it is almost exactly half of all migrants in the world, 49% (King 2009).

However, I met with only a few, mainly from Libya, Somalia and Eritrea. The two from
Libya spoke English, and I did require some insights from our conversations. But the others
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spoke next to no English and were too shy to talk to me through an interpreter. For this

reason I decided to focus on the narratives of West-African men with whom I came into
close contact. I have aimed to deal with this limitation by never proclaiming to portray the
narratives of all migrants, but always specify that I was relating to those of West-African

men. I hence have to admit that my research contributes to the construction of the
narrative of migration as a ‘male’ process (King 2009:60). My recommendation would
therefore be to conduct further research on the migration and asylum narratives of female

migrants. In the next part I will mention more recommendations that are linked to my
conclusions.

7.3 Conclusion and Recommendations
At the end of chapters 4 to 6, I have summarised the main findings. In this section, I will

provide an overview of this and discuss the overall theoretical conclusions that can be
made based on this thesis. These concern how narratives of government officials, NGO staff

and migrants shape and affect an asylum arena. While doing this I will compare my
research results to existing literature and give recommendations for further research. To
order my results, I have structured this chapter based on the sub-questions.
7.3.1 ‘How does the asylum arena take shape on Malta?’
In the past chapters I have identified the key players and processes within the asylum

arena. The most important political actors are made up by the two political parties, the
National and the Labour Party, and two institutions from the Ministry of Home Affairs and
National Security; the Office of the Refugee Commissioner and the Association for the

Welfare of Asylum Seekers. Concerning the policies on asylum and integration, the ruling
party is of great importance. NGOs try to influence the views of politicians through

campaigns and submitting research projects. Since the Labour Party is new in power, a
good working relationship between the government and NGOs still has to be established.

The Office of the Refugee Commissioner takes the decision on asylum claims. It holds the
power to legalize migrants’ stay in Malta and hence takes a central role within the asylum
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arena. I have found that it influences greatly who is at the head of this office. One
commissioner decides to create a new status to provide more people with a legal status,
while the next commissioner can just put an end to this practice. The life world of the

commissioner; his personal views and understandings on asylum, play a role in the
creation of policies and practices of this office. Government officials have agency and,

depending their position, can influence the policies and practices on asylum.
AWAS affects the lives of migrants greatly, being in charge of their living conditions. The

other actors within the arena try to influence the policies and practices of these
governmental institutions by strategically using their narratives. I will discuss this later on.

Amongst the NGOs there are five people who play an important role from the beginning. I

call them the Big Five of the asylum arena. These people have set up the first NGOs assisting
migrants. Over the years they created more NGOs, but the people working in this area
remained roughly the same. Everyone seems to know everyone; the ties amongst

colleagues are close. This comes forth out of shared life worlds. The broader Maltese
society does not share their views on migration and refugees. Several NGO employees

explained their choice of work field as a result of the norms and values taught in their
upbringing. A remarkable finding is that others go against their own lifeworld. They start

questioning the beliefs of family and friends, resulting in a move away from racism and

towards working with migrants. This goes against Arce’s (1993) findings, as he concluded
that life worlds of NGO staff are in line with their social networks. My respondents could
not explain their own change. It would be worthwhile to examine these changes further, as
it may hold a solution to countering deep-rooted racism.

Family and friends of NGO staff are unable to understand what people encounter at work.

Because of this, colleagues become friends or lovers. Next to colleagues, migrants
understand the challenges NGO staff encounters in their daily lives. They may also share

world views. The line between a professional and personal relationship blurs; romantic
and amicable relationships blossom between them. Amongst the migrants stories go about

European women who prefer African men and work in the asylum arena just to meet with

them. Some migrants welcome these women, as getting a relationship and marrying a
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European will lead to a residence permit. It can be a way out of Malta’s asylum industry, a
dream of many migrants.

The last group of actors discussed is that of the migrants. In my research I have mainly
focused on the narratives of West-Africans migrants. They more often experience exclusion
and discrimination than the so called ‘White Arabs’ from Libya and Syria, who more easily

blend in with the Maltese. In addition, West-African migrants face more difficulties in
obtaining a protection status than asylum seekers from Somalia or Eritrea. They struggle

with the asylum system and to survive on Malta. Amongst the migrants there are certain

‘asylum experts’ who are able to move between life worlds of different actors. Because of
their position within the African community and their language skills they are hired by

NGOs and governmental institutions to translate and mediate. Their work provides them
with knowledge and experience which they use to assist migrants in constructing asylum
narratives.

7.3.2 ‘Does Islandness contribute to a specific asylum arena?’
As this study was set on Malta, I have conducted research on the effects of island life on the
asylum arena. The social construction of Islandness consists of three concepts; Isolation,

Identity and Immobility (Mainwaring 2012). Baldacchino (2004) has placed side notes to
the notion of Islandness, as it projects a too-negative image. Although there are islands that

are more out-ward looking and have gone through fast changes in a short time (like Ibiza

going from a rural place to a clubbing capital), I found that for Malta the facets of Islandness
are applicable. Malta has long been isolated from global politics. Up to ten years ago the
islanders had never seen black people. They are not aware of the circumstances migrants

come from. Many Maltese still have a narrow world view. Several West-African migrants
were very frustrated by this inward looking attitude. These young men had travelled a lot,

leading to broad interests and knowledge on global politics. The ignorance of Maltese on
the life worlds of others leads to discrimination and the misconception that the Africans are
less developed. It also creates fear of the Other, resulting in a lack of contact between

Maltese and migrants. On the other hand, some migrants were very harsh in their opinions

on the Maltese. They countered the Maltese identity by calling them ‘aggressive and
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untrustworthy Arabs’, instead of ‘honest Catholics’ the Maltese proclaim themselves to be.
While for Malta the isolation is clearly detected through the sea dividing it from the

mainland, aspects of isolation may be detected in more countries. The ‘own people first’mentality and lack of interests towards global politics and the Other exists among different

groups everywhere. Even in long-time multicultural societies everyday contact between
different ethnicities remains scarce.

The unfavourable attitudes that exist amongst the groups of Maltese and migrants make

integration very challenging. Discrimination often occurs, in the form of unequal chances at
the job market, and in physical and verbal violence. While the physical violence is declining,
verbal violence spreads easily through social media. Both national and international actors

call for an integration policy. The reasons this is not yet in place can be linked to the
Immobility aspect of Islandness. This is reflected in the slow change of processes both from
society as from the government. They are slow in adapting to new situations. The

government is holding on to the discourse of being a country of transit, like they were in

the 1990’s. While now only few migrants are resettled, an integration policy for the people
staying on the island is absent. First steps for developing this have been taken in 2015, but
the process of creating, modifying and implementing is slow. While waiting for a
governmental policy, NGOs try to bring the Maltese and migrants together through cultural

activities. The construction of the discourse of being a country of transit takes place in

other European countries as well. While they may use different narratives supporting this
discourse, it does show the slow adaptation of governmental policies to migration flows.

While migrants are flexible in determining their country of destination, the process of
creating policies takes more time.

Malta is constructing a relatively new Island Identity that focuses on being part of ‘the

West’ while for long it was part of ‘the Rest’ as a former colony. Now that they are part of
the European Union, their identity consists of narratives on their image as Catholic

protectors of European values. The arrival of African and Arabic migrants threatens this,

resulting in a negative attitude towards them. This defiant stance towards migrants is
increased by the fear of Maltese that their island will be taken over. Malta is believed to be

too small; it will be flooded by migrants. Limited sizes of islands take up a central theme in
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island narratives. Malta’s government often uses their perceived smallness as an argument
to support their asylum policies and practices. The processes of shaping an identity and the

struggle to accept others can be seen in other countries as well. Narratives surrounding

identity focus on shared characteristics and on pointing out what ‘the We’ are not. Like
Huntington declared: “How will we know who we are if we don’t know who we are against?”
(in Chomsky 1994:7). It is interesting to see how, in this globalizing world in which identity

becomes fluent, groups within society aim to construct more inclusive narratives on
identity. More research is necessary to obtain insight in new ways of creating identities,
and what role governmental and non-governmental institutions can play in this.

7.3.3 ‘How are formal and informal narratives strategically used to influence
asylum policies and practices?’
Through the analysis of my collected data I found that each actor strategically uses

narratives to influence policies and practices in the asylum arena. The Labour Party has
used the unrest around migration as ammunition to attack the governing party. They
strategically conveyed a discourse of crisis, winning people over to vote for them. This
‘Migration Crisis’-discourse can be seen in other European countries. While mainly far right

groups use this tactic to secure votes, in Malta it was one of the two main political parties

who managed to become the ruling party playing the migration card. My findings in Malta

are in accordance with Bauman’s argument that governments justify their existence by
indicating threats to society (2004). Through constructing narratives and matching policies
that portray migrants as criminals, the Maltese government convinced a large part of the
population that the government is needed to protect them. This is both physical protection

as protection of the Island Identity. Some government officials are also very good in

formulation policies so they fit with international agreements. AWAS had to adapt their
detention policy so minors would no longer be detained. UNHCR accepted the new Age

Assessment practice to identify and release minors. The living conditions of children,
however, were not questioned, while in practice they were still detained.
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NGOs construct narratives to counter the ‘Migration Crisis’- and ‘Fear of the Other’discourses of the government. Through statements in the media and bridging projects NGO

staff tries to influence people’s ideas about migration. My respondents showed high

awareness on the importance of framing and labelling. They try to change the way people
view migrants by using different labels, like the less negative ‘irregular’ migrant instead of

‘illegal’. ‘Asylum-seeker’ and ‘Refugee’ were used in narratives about their work, as it would

evoke more sympathy amongst donors. In policies, the human aspect often gets lost in the

numbers and statistics. NGOs try to remind people that migrants are real people, with
dignity and agency. NGO staff also strategically uses narratives to promote the importance
and effectiveness of their work. This can clearly be seen at their performances during

conferences. It is done to impress their colleagues, as well as raise funds for their

organizations. In their struggle for funding they compete with each other, losing sight of
what is really important; the beneficiaries. While discussing NGO projects with

respondents, questions were raised on how money was being spent. I recommend further
research

that

follows

the

money

flows

within

the

asylum

industry.

While some NGOs convey to other actors that migrants have agency, in their own work they

seem to forget this. The migrants are not consulted in the process of creating,
implementing, and –very important- evaluating policies and NGO work. Projects are

therefore not consistent with their lifeworlds, needs and expectations. Further research
should be done into best practices of client involvement.

Migrants are no passive chain in the asylum industry who only rely on the help of others.

The West-African migrants I came to know are free spirited young men who have travelled
all over Africa. They strategically use narratives to create ways around the rules. To get out

of the detention policy, some migrants have created narratives concerning their age. By
being consistent in their life story, they could convince AWAS of their minority and were

released from detention. Because of the lack of birth certificates, AWAS’ Adult Assessment

Team has turned into a lie detector system. They aim to determine who has strategically
adapted his life story to fit with the conditions of the minor policy. This is not an accurate
process. Narratives were often successfully performed to obtain the minor-label.
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The determination process of the asylum policy has been called a “bureaucratic
performance” by Jeffer (2012:31), referring to the narratives performed by the asylum
seekers. Wake (2012) stated that the outcome of this process depends for a large part on

how well an asylum seeker performs the narrative he has constructed. I understood that

many migrants feel this way too. They want to prepare for the interview and turn to

‘asylum experts’. These brokers move between the different life worlds of migrants, NGOs,

and governmental institutions. Like Hilhorst’s ‘village experts’ they have great

understanding on the arena and how to deal with the different actors. They manage to

gather scarce information and are therefore able to give advice to other migrants about
how best to construct their asylum narrative. The existence of brokers in other asylum

arenas is to be expected, as Stovel at al. (2011) explain that they are present in systems

where groups monopolize scarce information. Brokers can connect actors in the sociopolitical system.

West-African migrants show agency in their efforts to construct a convincing narrative.
This is needed, as it is difficult for them to meet the criteria of the Refugee Convention.
They strategically use their narratives in order to obtain a protection status as it is the only
legal channel to enter Europe. More research should be done on the creation of legal entry

ways for (West-African) migrants in search of employment in Europe. This can lead to
policies to organize migration flows better. I found that many West-African migrants had

left their home countries in search of employment. The money they earn is send back to
their family. These remittances help develop home countries. By way of the ‘Actor of

Change’-discourse migrants and NGOs aim to create another image of migrants within the

arena. Some migrant groups do this at the hand of protests. They create narratives on their
productiveness and importance for Malta. By trying to convince Maltese of their
contributions to the country, they strategically use narratives to obtain more rights and

inclusion in Maltese society. The goal of these Actors of Change is to live and work in
Europe.
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7.4 Final Remarks
To conclude, the theoretical contribution of this thesis lies in approaching the asylum

industry as an arena. Discourses are contested, personal relationships are formed or

broken which affects asylum policies and practices. Based on the case of Malta’s asylum
arena, I have shown how the arrival of migrants creates the opportunity for government
officials and NGOs to convey narratives justifying their presence towards society. I argue

that asylum policies and practices are not static entities but the result of the agency of
people and their success in strategically constructing and performing narratives to reach

their personal and professional goals. To prevent that the asylum system further turns into

a lie detector, the individual narrative and nuanced stories on why people leave their
homes have to be taken into account. This will help us to better understand push and pull

factors of mobility. I hope that my thesis leads the way to further understanding of the
different asylum actors and the creation of durable policy solutions for the asylum debate.
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Appendix 3: Institutional Framework for Immigration and Asylum

Appendix 4: List of Abbreviations
AWAS:

Association for the Welfare of Asylum Seekers

EC:

Emigrants Commission

AMAM:
FSSM:
JRS:

NGOs:
OFD:
PfC:

RefCom:

African Media Association Malta

Foundation for the Shelter and Support of Migrants
Jesuit Refugee Service

Non Governmental Organizations

Organization for Friendship in Diversity
People for Change Foundation

Office of the Refugee Commissioner

Appendix 5: End Notes

i
ii

As quoted by Klepp (2011:545).

For the readability I have referred to asylum seekers as male. Of course there are also female asylum

seekers, though not as many.

At the conference on Human Trafficking, 16-04-2015.

iii
iv
v

Interview in Malta Today, 22-01-2017.

When people are on the move, they are migrants. Hence my decision to use the term ‘migrant’ throughout

this thesis. In my opinion it is the most neutral term to define these actors. My aim is to not label people in my

writing, but let the actors do the talking. In my personal view, however, I do support the correct use of terms

within the asylum debate, as they hold very different meanings. For more on this see Dr Phillips Post: The
effect of negative labeling – Why are we still talking about ‘migrants’?

vi
vii

The Euro-Mediterranean conference Evolving Realities, Shared Challenges, 26-06-2015.

viii

At a conference on Human Trafficking, 16-04-2015.

It is important to keep clear the differences between human smugglers and human traffickers. Smugglers

bring people from A to B while traffickers force people from A to B and then exploit them.
ix
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