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From the Editing Team 
The second-half of 2016 has seen major changes in International Politics. The ongoing migration crisis 

forming the backdrop to it, the UK’s decision to leave the European Union and the presidential elections in the 

United States all changed our antiquated paradigm. It was the context within which the new team of Interstate was 

formed, enriched with standpoints coming from several continents as we count both national and international 

students among us this year. Agreeing on the fact that we were the spectators of major changes in the field of 

International Relations, we sought an issue which would catch a glimpse of it. Combining our academic knowledge 

with our personal experiences, we came up with the broad theme of ‘Displaced People’. 

We attached high importance to trying to understand all the aspects of the migration crisis, not only those 

we were the closest to. ‘Displaced People’ hence comprise internationally displaced as well as internally displaced 

peoples (IDPs). To shape this issue, our team has chosen articles dealing with living conditions in refugee camps as 

well as the European migration crisis. An emphasis was put on speaking either with associations of support to 

refugees or with people whose main interest was the crisis itself. Furthermore, critical perspectives towards the 

media and political powers raise broader awareness on this issue. 

‘Displaced people’ is not only a legal term to designate those who have been forced to leave their homes 

and, eventually, families; economics, politics, diplomacy, law are also incorporated within the expression. This 

results in an intellectual nexus our team found interesting to tackle. Firstly, because we know how hard it is to make 

one’s opinion in a world where the media influences politics and second, because each one of us has been directly 

confronted with the migration crisis. Either because we have had to pass in front of a refugee camp or because we 

have tried to welcome someone with an incredible story from across the borders. As students of International 

Politics, this is a very important outcome of the world we will be living in in the years ahead. We thus wished to 

offer a platform for people like us, curious and critical towards what is blurring all our directions. 
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Migration Crisis: Two Media 
Perspectives 

Cosmin Timofte 
 
*Article Written Before the Brexit Vote. Edited post-
Brexit Vote.* 
 The topic associated with this article revolves 
around the subject of the migration crisis presented 
differently in the media, not only in relation to the 
audience it is targeted at, but also connected to 
social, cultural, historical and even nationalistic 
factors. Taking these factors into account, this results 
in a unique perspective provided by the media of each 
country that chooses to report this particular subject 
by determining its own criteria and taking its own 
decisions on how it should be framed. The article is 
mainly focused on the perspective provided by the 
media within the United Kingdom, in contrast to the 
perspective provided by the media within Romania. 
The analysis will also consist of lexical choices used to 
influence or convey the message to the reader in a 
particular fashion. 
 Firstly, the mass media in the United Kingdom 
tackles the issue of migration crisis rather directly, 
with examples of articles within the Daily Mail that 
state that “yet another” lorry of migrants has been 
stopped by the UK police (Daily Mail, 2016). In 
contrast to the direct approach the media outlets in 
the UK provide, the Romanian media outlets 
presenting the issue from an international 
perspective, rather than a direct perspective. With 
examples provided from the national news source, 
Agerpres provides articles with titles that involve 
other countries, such as “Turkey continues to not 
achieve all the criteria for obtaining the cancelling of 
the EU visa” (2016), or “Greece offered asylum to 800 
refugees in Lesbos in spite of EU-Turkey deal” (2016). 
While there are instances where the Romanian news 
outlets tackle the issue directly, as well as the British 
media addressing it from an international perspective 
within the public service news agencies, the 
overarching trend seems to be that UK media 
addresses the issue more directly than the Romanian 
media agencies. 
 Secondly, the theory of “episodic framing” 
(Randy Bobbitt and Ruth Sullivan, 2012) suggests 
there is a decreased frequency in the number of 
relevant articles within a more recent time frame of 
two weeks, compared to a similar period in 2015, 

where the migration crisis received more exposure 
due to its urgent nature and increased interest in 
public consumption over the subject. Within the 
recent time frame, the current interests of the public, 
at least from a UK perspective, are the issues of 
‘Brexit’, the UK referendum on whether to leave the 
European Union or not; which can be argued to have 
an equally direct connection to the migration crisis, 
alongside other arguments such as the anti-EU 
narrative used by the leave campaign. 
 The theoretical basis on which this article is 
based on is constructed upon the culture and 
mentalities associated with the societies of the two 
states involved. Using Geert Hofstede’s website in 
order to identify the key elements of the British and 
Romanian culture, the information gathered from 
this website can then be used to further analyse the 
approach media outlets the countries have in relation 
to the issue the paper addresses.  
 Highlighting one of the marked criteria 
Hofstede’s website follows, that of Individualism, 
where the higher the score, the higher the “people 
are supposed to look after themselves and their 
direct family only” (Hofstede, 2016); we can 
understand that the societies scoring a high number 
result in them following a more self-centred approach 
to immigrants as opposed to a more open-gate 
approach. Putting this into context, according to 
Hofstede’s score of 89 on British Individualism, the 
“British are highly Individualist and private people” 
(Hofstede, 2016). Due to this perceived nature, a 
more rejective and hostile approach to immigrants 
can be deducted, since this logic implies that the 
British people are not particularly fond, and therefore 
open, to strangers such as immigrants. This can result 
in a more hostile approach to the immigrants and 
more isolationist approach towards the migration 
crisis. Combined with the score of 66 on British 
Masculinity (Hofstede, 2016), serves as further 
justification that the approach of the UK media can be 
direct, and sometimes hostile, when presenting 
articles relating to the immigration crisis, as it appeals 
to the masculine superiority the British society is 
suspected to have, according to Hofstede’s scores.  
 The Romanian scores are 30 on Individualism 
and 42 on Masculinity. While these numbers suggest, 
in contrast to the British scores, a more collectivist 
and arguably open approach; the score of 90 at the 
“uncertainty avoidance” is a rather important 
highlight, as the Romanian culture and society prefers 
to “maintain rigid codes of belief and behaviour and 
are intolerant of unorthodox behaviour and ideas” 
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(Hofstede, 2016). In other words, the Romanians are 
perceived as more rejective of what is considered 
new or ‘unorthodox’ towards their culture. Putting 
this into context, the immigration crisis being called 
can be push the Romanian society as equally rejective 
or hostile towards the migration crisis, due to the 
immigrants offering a different set of ideals that does 
not correspond with theirs. 
 Analysing one of the strategies implemented 
by Nigel Farage, that of the “breaking point poster” 
(Telegraph, 2016) it can be suspected that this poster 
has a basis on populist discourse. Nigel Farage’s 
populist-style campaigning can be seen in a sense in 
which it appeals to the population, by using an 
election campaign poster that incites hateful anti-
immigrant feelings, as it suggests the UK is about to 
‘break’ due to the flow of immigrants, while also 
delivering an overt anti-elitist message which states 
that “the EU has failed us all”. If we are to assume that 
Nigel Farage appeals to the people by stating that EU, 
and consequently its elites, “failed us all”, then it can 
be argued that Nigel Farage is a leader who uses a 
populist narrative not only to push his and his party’s 
anti-EU agenda, but also uses the immigrants in order 
to achieve the necessary support from the people by 
using their hostility towards them. In addition to that, 
one can argue that due to the “open door policy” EU 
has (Telegraph, 2016), the EU can be understood to 
be rather supportive of the immigrant access, 
highlighting a contrast between the Nigel Farage’s 
party and EU’s policies. Needless to say, the poster 
not only is used by UKIP but can also incite hatred by 
pinning the blame on EU’s open door policy. Further 
analysing the language used, due to the fact that this 
is a political poster used in the Brexit referendum, it 
is aimed at convincing people to choose the side that 
the poster supports. In our case, the ‘Leave’ 
campaign, supported by UKIP and Nigel Farage. As a 
result, the poster uses language at first person plural, 
such as “failed us” and “we must break free”, in order 
to promote a sense of nationalism and national unity 
against a threat that the nation struggles to “break 
free” from. By using such political strategies and 
modes of address, Nigel Farage uses a persuasive type 
of language by relating more to the people of UK 
rather than to any other demographic. Due to the 
controversy added to the poster since it is compared 
with ‘nazi propaganda’, one can attempt to see that 
UKIP tries to both demonise the EU and even, 
covertly, Germany, the country that not only 
encourages other EU states to take in refugees 
(International Business Times, 2015), but as the 

country itself which has taken the most refugees (The 
Washington Post, 2015), suggesting an elitist 
dedication towards supporting the immigrant 
minorities within its own borders but also with in the 
whole of EU. Knowing the hostilities between the 
elitist and the populist political set of believes, one 
can believe that the decision to use this specific style 
on the poster was not entirely accidental. 
 Another article extracted from the Daily Mail, 
where this time around the “Spanish migrant worker 
in the UK” is the subject of the article, stating that 
“they are not the enemy” (Daily Mail, 2016). 
Analysing the discourse, it can be seen that, 
unsurprisingly, the Spanish migrant is against pro-
leave Michael Grove’s statements regarding 
immigration, which can highlight a similar 
antagonising, anti-immigration pattern adopted by 
Mr. Grove when compared to the previously analysed 
Nigel Farage and his referendum poster. The Spanish 
migrant is equally using first person plural modes of 
address, “we are not the enemy”, in order defend her 
entire position as a migrant in the UK. While this has 
an equal effect of unifying and representing the 
immigrant minority in UK in a similar fashion Nigel 
Farage used first person, this arguably, can also be 
seen as defending the pro-EU campaign indirectly, as 
it is attacking the antagonistic rhetoric the ‘leave’ 
campaign has been using against the EU and its 
migration policy. From a linguistic perspective, we 
can see from the title that terms which incite strong 
emotions, such as “warns” or “slams”, are used. By 
using these words, we can see the article is 
attempting to use a colloquial language that aims to 
attract the average reader further, as opposed to 
using formal or more basic knowledge. By using these 
terms, which would otherwise be considered 
hyperboles but typical for the tabloid nature of the 
website, the writer attempts to exaggerate in order 
for more people to be interested in the article. As a 
result, this is making them aware, compelled or at 
least curious to read the article’s contents and 
political thematic of the issue, while at the same time 
offering an arguably easier to read style. Publicised 
relatively just a week before the referendum, on 15th 
of June, on a website that is considered tabloid and 
with a conservative affiliation. Due to the tabloid 
nature of the website, the author and the editorial 
decided writing an article about the migrant crisis due 
to its still-important relevance, especially due to the 
closeness of the ‘Brexit’ referendum. Alternatively, 
the hyperboles used can easily highlight the 
commercial and tabloid nature of the website. 

http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/mediterranean-migrants-angela-merkel-tells-eu-countries-take-more-refugees-1498356
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/12/16/why-germanys-merkel-will-continue-to-welcome-refugees-despite-calling-multiculturalism-a-sham/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/12/16/why-germanys-merkel-will-continue-to-welcome-refugees-despite-calling-multiculturalism-a-sham/
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Additionally, the article can be seen for taking a 
stance that is supportive of the ‘remain’ campaign, as 
it puts Michael Grove into a bad light when he is 
“slammed” by the “Spanish migrant worker who has 
worked and paid taxes in Britain for 14 years” (Daily 
mail, 2016). By highlighting that the Spanish worker 
‘worked and paid taxes’ in UK, this can imply that the 
immigrants are, in fact, contributing to the society of 
UK and its economy. A theme that the ‘leave’ 
campaign has been using in order to antagonise the 
said immigrants; resulting in the title possibly 
contradicting the antagonising narrative aimed at the 
immigrants. 
 Proceeding towards another perspective, a 
Romanian article states that around 800 refugees 
took asylum in Greece due to health issues, are 
accompanied by children or have family relatives 
already working in EU (Agerpres, 2016). The source is 
that of the national news agency, and therefore it 
follows a more neutral standpoint as opposed to a 
tabloid approach provided by Daily Mail. This can be 
identified by a lack of words or hyperboles that imply 
a bias of the article, put in context, wether the article 
is for or against supporting the refugees. As such, one 
can assume that due to this lack of inciting words 
even from the title itself, that this article is tending 
towards a factual and objective approach as opposed 
to a subjective and biased approach. The previously 
stated international approach Romanian press has 
interpreted the migrant crisis can be seen in this 
article as well, as the main focus of the article 
revolves around Greece’s actions of granting asylum 
to 800 refugees, but also highlighting the EU-Turkey 
deal going on in the background. This does not tackle 
the migration crisis in the form that UK media, as 
Romania is not seen as being directly affected as UK 
is, despite the cultural background Romania has in 
relation to on uncertain situations, according to 
Hofstede. Due to Romania not being as affected as 
UK, the media has less incentive to create articles on 
this subject, due to a suspected lack of interest from 
the audiences it caters and due to the fact that it is 
not something that is as equally threatening or 
dangerous as it is for the United Kingdom, a reason 
being that Romania will have less refugees to hold 
than the United Kingdom. 
 There is evidence of some British media 
outlets who decided to present the migrant crisis in a 
rather neutral and factual position as well. As 
opposed to the commercial and tabloid Daily Mail 
website, the BBC is a public service company whose 
values are stated to be “impartial and honest” (BBC, 

2016). As such, BBC’s presentation of the article 
where “EU's top diplomat in Turkey resigns” (BBC, 
2016), follows an equally more neutral standpoint. 
The article’s title is written with the purpose of 
immediately setting the agenda of the article, in this 
case the “migrant crisis”, and following a simple and 
direct statement as to what the content of the article 
is. Due to a lack of words which could incite opinions 
or strong emotions on the subject, such as “slams”, 
we are lead to believe right from the title that the 
article attempts to be factual and takes a form more 
reminiscent of a neutral presentation of facts, as 
opposed to attempting the use of language or specific 
wording that could manipulate the audience into 
having a specific opinion. This shows that among the 
public service broadcaster and national news do not, 
at least overtly, follow a bias towards the migration 
crisis and tend to take a more factual approach as 
opposed to other commercial new outlets, who 
address a specific audience and are subject to the 
theory of framing more than the national or public 
service broadcasters. 
 In conclusion, the immigration crisis media 
articles have been analysed from two different 
perspectives: the British and the Romanian 
perspective. These perspectives vary due to the 
historical, cultural and social differences the two 
nations have, and as a result, the mentality and 
approach to the migration crisis are different. Some 
United Kingdom-based media outlets prefer to 
present this issue in a more direct fashion, as seen by 
the Daily Mail or the Telegraph, due to their 
commercialised nature. While Romanian news 
outlets can be seen as interpreting this issue in a 
broader subject and more indirectly, by treating this 
issue more from a European and international angle. 
However, it can be seen that both nations have media 
news that are not privatised or commercialised. By 
arguably lacking the monetary or economic 
motivation, these public service broadcasters, like the 
British Broadcast Channel (or BBC) and Romanian 
national news agency Agerpres, are seen to present 
this issue in a more factual and unbiased fashion, as 
their audiences are set to be the entire country and 
in order to address such broad audience, these media 
outlets must retain a certain degree of neutrality in 
their articles. 
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Humanism, Nationalism and 
Civilization in European 

Refugee Discourse 
Roberto Roldan 

 

 Tensions between the West and the Middle 

East have seemingly reached an apex in recent 

decades, inflamed by Western interventionism and 

democracy promotion in the Middle East and terrorist 

attacks perpetrated in the U.S. and Europe by those 

sympathetic to radical Islamic ideology. The recent 

civil war in Syria and the rise of ISIS have also 

displaced millions of people who have sought refuge 

in Europe. This mass migration has been portrayed in 

the media and popular political discourse within the 

West as the flash point for a ‘clash of civilizations.’ It 

has created a political split between those in the 

United States and Europe who have sought to take a 

hardline approach against the ‘threat’ Muslims pose 

to the safety of ‘civilized’ liberal democracy and those 

who seek to appeal to the humanistic nature of 

‘civilized’ society to accept and protect refugees from 

Middle Eastern and African countries. The nationalist 

political messaging surrounding the referendum in 

the U.K. to leave the European Union and the 2016 

U.S. presidential election are just a few examples in 

which the split understandings of the values of a 

‘civilized’ nation in times of crisis are evident. The 

tension between a humanistic understanding of 

‘civilized’, Western values and nationalism is not a 

new political phenomenon, but rather one that can 

be traced back to the very beginning of 

democratization and liberalization of European 

nation-states. 

 

The work of historical sociologist Norbert 

Elias seems an unconventional place to look in trying 

to make sense of one of the most concerning crises of 

the 21st century: the increase of nationalist populism 

in the West as a response, in part, to the European 

refugee crisis and Islamic extremism. But with the 

                                                           
1Elias, N. The Germans,(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996) 
Preface p. X 

invocation of “civilization” by both the nationalists 

and the left, Elias’ work on how the West has come to 

think of itself as the sole possessor of “civilization” 

becomes increasingly relevant. This theory was 

outlined in his two-volume work The Process of 

Civilisation. In it Elias explores the process of how 

aristocratic court societies in Western European 

states came to develop codified manners and reigned 

in violent behavior. Elias also traces how this change 

in behavior developed in the middle and working 

classes through democratization of power, increased 

interdependence through trade and other factors. 

The context in which Elias wrote, however, was in 

stark contrast to the self-control, interdependence 

and care for others inherent in the Western 

conception of “civilization.” He was a German Jew 

whose parents had both been killed in the Holocaust.1 

This personal connection to the “barbaric” led to a 

book he wrote decades later called The Germans 

which sought to analyze the rise of nationalism within 

a “civilized” nation state and its power to motivate 

individuals to barbarous behavior. In this essay I will 

explore briefly Elias’ writing on nationalism, 

particularly his writing on the tensions between 

nationalism and humanism in industrialized state-

societies referred to as the duality of nation-state 

normative codes. I will also attempt to see how this 

shapes political rhetoric in the current wave of 

nationalism in Europe. In doing so I hope to show how 

Elias’ sociohistorical analysis of nationalism can help 

to understand nationalism as a historical continuity of 

societal discourse within Western nation-states 

rather than a unique and unexplainable 

phenomenon.  

 

In The Germans, Elias attempts to outline the process 

of how violent nationalist feelings can come to 

dominate the social discourse of a “civilized” nation 

during times of crisis. First and foremost, Elias argues, 

nationalism “gains its primary impetus from the 

changing balance of power among different state-

societies.”2 Though much of The Germans centers on 

the rise of Nazism in the interwar period, Elias’ 

chapter “A Digression on Nationalism” is an attempt 

2Elias, N. The Germans, p.154 
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to understand the sociohistorical underpinnings of 

nationalist tendencies in industrialized, European 

countries. Elias’ truly distinctive sociological 

contribution is in analyzing “the tension and conflicts 

among different social strata within” states.3 He 

labels this tension the ‘duality of nation-state 

normative codes’, a duality that evolves out of the 

competing values of aristocratic Machiavellianism 

and the humanistic codes of the middle and working 

classes. These codes aren’t inherent to the social 

strata of the aristocratic and middle classes, but 

rather are a continuity of values held by distinct social 

groups throughout the history of nation-state 

development in Western Europe. What Elias 

describes as the Machiavellian code was a “practical 

maxim” of princes and aristocratic elites who were in 

charge of inter-state relations during the early 

centuries of nation-state formation when all 

international relations were conducted through 

strategies of fear, suspicion and the pursuit of state 

interests over all other considerations.4 This was a 

practical maxim given that aristocrats had individual 

wealth and power invested in the survival of their 

state. 

 

 In distinction to the Machiavellian code, 

middle-class elites developed their own humanistic 

code as an empowering self-image for those barred 

from power. This development has its roots in state-

formation prior to the 18th century when states began 

to move toward more democratic governance. Elias 

explores the historical development of the 

humanistic code through the middle class 

intelligentsia of Germany, but argues it is not distinct 

from similar developments in France and Britain.5 

Humanism had its roots for the middle class 

intelligentsia in culture (Kultur).6 Culture stood in 

direct contrast with civilization, the concept used to 

describe the development of manners and reigning in 

of violence in aristocratic court society. The 

distinction becomes clear in the middle class 

emphasis on the ‘history of culture,’ focused on 

                                                           
3 Elias. The Germans, p. 154 
4 Elias. The Germans, p.156-57 
5 Elias. The Germans, p. 123 
6 Elias. The Germans, p. 136 

“areas such as religion, science, architecture, 

philosophy and poetry,” rather than the ‘political 

history’ of the aristocracy and its conquests.7 These 

codes provided distinct self-images and we-ideals in 

which the individual and his contributions to these 

cultural areas of society is the supreme social value. 

It also provided an intellectual refuge for the middle 

class elites. It was a “realm of retreat and of freedom 

from the unsatisfactory pressures of a state which 

accorded them the position of second-class citizens 

by comparison” to the ruling class.8 The importance 

of this distinction is the sociological and psychological 

consequence of split we-images in inter-state 

relations as the humanist middle class elites rose in 

power from the 18th to the 20th century and the 

psychological impact on the masses within these 

democratizing nation-states.  

 

 It is in the internalization of both the 

humanist and Machievellian codes where one finds 

the latent conflict during times of national crisis. As 

the middle class elites moved into positions of power 

previously held by aristocratic elites they absorbed, in 

part, these same Machiavellian understandings of 

inter-state relations.9 The increasing democratization 

of state-societies in Western Europe brought along 

with it the nationalization of sentiments among the 

middle and working classes who were now 

empowered. And thus: “this practical maxim” of state 

interests as the ultimate consideration “became a 

categorical imperative not only in the feelings of 

these individuals, but also in their conscience.”10 For 

the newly empowered middle class elites the 

internalization came with their roles as state leaders 

and for the masses indirectly by public media. This 

conflict creates a split state-society, one in which 

people believe that the well being of individuals is the 

highest virtue, but also that his idea might be set 

aside if the collective is threatened. The 

internalization of this conflict, for Elias, results in 

personal “guilt feelings” or of “bad conscience” 

whenever circumstance calls on an individual to break 

7 Elias. The Germans, p. 126 
8 Elias. The Germans, p. 127 
9 Elias. The Germans, p. 157 
10 Elias. The Germans, p. 157 
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one of these codes.11 There does seem to be some 

implication in The Germans that a willingness to 

sacrifice one’s own life for the state, to put the states 

interest above all other considerations, and to act in 

‘barbaric’ ways towards those outside of the national 

we-group remains the most powerful drive. Elias 

writes that nationalization of the outlook and 

dispositions of the public is such a powerful motivator 

for action because it works “almost automatically to 

a large extent” and  “can only be partially tempered 

and modified by informed knowledge and realistic 

judgment.”12 

 

The idea that internalized nationalist and 

humanist tendencies lie latent in the majority of the 

members of nation-states waiting to be activated by 

elites has wide-reaching implications as nations 

become more interdependent through globalization. 

Elias also writes that in times of “national emergency” 

these tensions become acute.13 Both these 

arguments bring me now to see how this might apply 

to the current wave of nationalism in Europe as a 

response, in part, to the forced migration of peoples 

from the Middle East and Northern Africa into the 

continent. The migration crisis currently racking the 

continent of Europe seems both fertile and relevant 

ground for briefly exploring this acute tension of dual 

nation-state normative codes at play. 

 

 On the one hand there is the increased 

popularity of traditionally marginalized nationalist 

political groups: in the most recent national elections, 

nationalist parties throughout Europe have received 

anywhere from 8 percent of the vote (Our Slovakia) 

to 35 percent (Freedom Party in Austria).14 What is 

important to note, as the BBC’s Europe Editor Katya 

                                                           
11 Elias. The Germans, p. 158 
12 Elias. The Germans, p. 157 
13 Elias. The Germans, p. 161 
14Adler, K. “Is Europe lurching to the far right?”The BBC. 
The BBC Trust, 28 April 2016. Web. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Elias. The Germans, p. 157 
17 Ross, T. “Nigel Farage: Migrants could pose sex attack 
threat to Britain” The Telegraph. Telegraph Media Group, 
4 June 2016. Web. 

Adler points out, is not that these parties are gaining 

a larger voter base, but that their core issues have 

become part of the mainstream political discourse.15 

First and foremost is the challenge to the European 

Union open borders policies under the Schenghen 

Agreement as well as political integration in Europe 

generally. The prevailing message of the anti-

immigration parties have been framed in identical 

terms to what Elias labeled the Machiavellian nation-

state normative code: “The preservation, integrity 

and interests of the state society, of their own 

sovereign collectivity and all it stands for…”16 The 

political and media discourse in Europe reflects this 

notion of preservation whether it be Nigel Farage 

claiming immigrants pose a risk of sex attacks if the 

U.K does not leave the European Union,17 

conservative columnists arguing mass immigration is 

on the verge of destroying the work “required to build 

European civilization,”18 or Hungarian Prime Minister 

Victor Orban drawing parallels between the 

immigration crisis and Austria’s historically violent 

relationship to the Ottoman empire and Muslims.19  

All of these appeals to the preservation of the 

defining features of European civilization are very 

Eliasian in the sense that they reinforce a superiority 

of those states who are a part of the “civilizing 

process” over the barbarian outsiders. One can also 

clearly see the Machiavellian disposition to which 

“actual or potential ruling elites of these large 

sovereign collectivities can appeal by use of 

appropriate releaser symbols.”20 In many cases those 

symbols are of the supremacy of a national culture 

that differ across each state, and secondarily, the 

value of Western “civilized” society. 

 

 On the opposite side of the political and 

media discourse over the migration crisis is the 

18 McKinstry, L. “Mass immigration is on the verge of 
destroying Europe, blasts Leo McKinstry” Daily Express. 
Northern and Shell Media, 6 Nov. 2016. Web. 
19 Mackey, R. “Hungarian Leader Rebuked for Saying 
Muslim Migrants Must Be Blocked ‘to Keep Europe 
Christian’” The New York Times. The New York Times 
Company, 3 Spet. 2016. Web. 
20 Elias. The Germans, p. 157 
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appeal to the humanist nation-state normative code 

supposed inherent in the masses of “civilization.” This 

is apparent in the response by NGO’s who discuss the 

ongoing event in terms of being an “enduring 

humanitarian crisis”21 as well as religious leaders who 

have invoked the universal morality of the “civilized” 

in condemning anti-immigration sentiment or non-

action.22 Those attempting to appeal to popular 

humanism in Europe echo what Elias argued was the 

popular response by the civilized world to the 

atrocities of Nazi Germany: the “incompatibility with 

the standards which have come to be regarded as 

distinguishing marks of the most highly developed 

societies of our time.”23 Of course, I don’t wish to 

draw comparisons between the current refugee crisis 

and the Holocaust, but rather I want to emphasize the 

split in the current discourse of Western civilization 

and its parallels to Elias’ writings. Where those 

appealing to national self-preservation see an 

existential threat to civilization from “barbarians,” 

those appealing to the humanist code see the 

barbarism of non-action during a humanitarian crisis 

as a threat to the values of “civilization.” Ultimately, 

the current trend toward nationalist politics in the 

industrialized and “civilized” world looks to be in line 

with Elias’ somewhat pessimistic viewpoint on the 

strength of the nationalist we-image. What I have 

done here is just a brief exploration or application to 

a current crisis in Western state-societies. It would be 

interesting to see further research attempt a more 

complex and thorough application of Elias’ theories to 

current nationalist trends. 

 

Elias’ sociological and processual approach to 

understanding how the Western world has come to 

think of itself as the gatekeepers of civilization and 

the nationalist tensions inherent in “civilized” society 

have important repercussions for international 

relations. If, as Elias argued, nationalistic values 

predominate in times of crisis then this may have far 

reaching implications for liberal institutions and 

increased interdependence among nation states – 

                                                           
21Human Rights Watch Report. "Europe’s Refugee Crisis: 
An Agenda for Action." Human Rights Watch. 16 Nov. 
2015. Web. 

two key characteristics of the post-World War II 

international order. Indeed, these liberal institutions 

seem to be ceding popularity to nationalist 

movements throughout the Western world in part 

due to the migration crisis sparked by violent conflict 

in the Middle East. There are of course economic and 

post-colonial aspects to current nationalist sentiment 

I have left unexplored. I do, however, believe that 

there are important insights to be gained from 

reading Elias’ sociohistorical work into the context in 

which the industrialized Western world currently 

finds itself. I have attempted to show here that Elias’ 

work on nationalism in this new context offers an 

analytical approach to understanding the recent 

popularity of nationalist sentiment not as a recent 

phenomenon, but as a historical continuity of 

humanist and Machiavellian tensions in the inter-

state and inter-societal relations of European 

industrialized nation-states.  
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22Singh, Arj. "Theresa May Urged to Rethink Britain's 
Refugee Policy by 200 Religious Leaders." The 
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Closing Dadaab: An Omen for 
Kenya’s 2017  Election 

Laura Beck 
 

In early May, Kenya’s Ministry of Interior 

announced24 the government intended to repatriate 

all of its nearly 600,000 hosted refugees and close 

Dadaab, the world’s largest refugee camp. Kenya had 

previously utilized extreme rhetoric regarding 

refugees, but unlike previous threats, this one was 

accompanied with legitimizing steps - the dissolution 

of the Department of Refugee Affairs (DRA) and an 

unrealistic timeline25 that schedules full “voluntary” 

repatriation by the end of the year. The 

Kenyangovernment used economic burden and 

security risk to justify the decision, yet closing Dadaab 

would almost certainly make both of these issues 

worse. What it will do is give Kenya’s ruling coalition, 

the Jubilee Alliance, the appearance of a hardline 

stance against terrorism and provide an influx of 

foreign aid ahead of Kenya’s 2017 elections. 

 

                                                           
24 The National Police Service Kenya, “Government 

Statement on Refugees and Closure of Refugee Camp,” 

Twitter, 6 May 2016, 

https://twitter.com/NPSOfficial_KE/status/728575380269

993984/photo/1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw 

25Ayla Yackley, “Kenya will close world’s biggest refugee 

camp this year,” Reuters, 23 May 2016, 

http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-humanitarian-summit-

kenya-somalia-idUKKCN0YE2E4 

26Annabel Hogg, “Timeline: Somalia, 1991-2008,” The 

Atlantic, 2008, 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/12/ti

meline-somalia-1991-2008/307190/.  

27 “Somalia drought leaves 50,000 children facing death,” 

British Broadcasting Corporation, 8 February 2016, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-35522643 

28“Drought leaves 6 million Ethiopian children hungry,” 

Jazeera Satellite Channel,  8 April 2016, 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/04/drought-leaves-

6-million-ethiopian-children-hungry-

160408134745829.html 

What is Dabaad? 

Dadaab refugee camp was founded in the early 

1990’s to host the influx of refugees after the fall of 

dictator Mohamed Siad Barre and the start of the 

Somali civil war.26 While originally intended as a 

temporary shelter for around 90,000, Dadaab is vastly 

overcrowded and comprised primarily of Somali 

refugees. The ongoing conflict in Somalia as well as 

prolonged regional drought27 and famine28 have 

caused the camp’s population to swell to over 

400,00029 at points. Dadaab hosts three generations30 

of people, some of whom have lived their whole lives 

there.  

With the most globally displaced people31 in history, 

the camp subsists on an ever-thinning supply of aid. 

Dadaab has long been underfunded (as of July less 

than 30% funded32 for the 2016 year), which means 

residents must find other ways to supplement 

rations. In an effort to discourage refugees from 

remaining, the Kenyan government prevents 

refugees from legally participating33 in the economy 

outside the refugee camp. Nonetheless, a highly 

lucrative black market has developed that represents 

29 Jack Redden, “Dadaab - World’s biggest refugee camp 

20 years old,” UNHCR, 21 February 21, 

http://www.unhcr.org/en-

us/news/makingdifference/2012/2/4f439dbb9/dadaab-

worlds-biggest-refugee-camp-20-years-old.html 

30Moulid Hujale, “Life in Dadaab: three generations of 

refugees isolated from Kenyan society,” The Guardian, 27 

January 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2016/jan/27/life-dadaab-three-generations-

of-refugees-isolated-from-kenyan-society 

31 Adrian Edwards, “Global forced displacement hits record 

high,” UNHCR, 20 June 2016, http://www.unhcr.org/en-

us/news/latest/2016/6/5763b65a4/global-forced-

displacement-hits-record-high.html 

32 “UNHCR Factsheet: Kenya July 2016,” UNHCR, July 2016, 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxZC-

j1edRakVWRnQ2dzZV9Lc1k/view 

33“Refugee Law and Policy: Kenya,” United States Library of 

Congress, Last Updated 21 June 2016, 

https://www.loc.gov/law/help/refugee-law/kenya.php 

https://twitter.com/NPSOfficial_KE/status/728575380269993984/photo/1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://twitter.com/NPSOfficial_KE/status/728575380269993984/photo/1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-humanitarian-summit-kenya-somalia-idUKKCN0YE2E4
http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-humanitarian-summit-kenya-somalia-idUKKCN0YE2E4
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/12/timeline-somalia-1991-2008/307190/
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/12/timeline-somalia-1991-2008/307190/
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-35522643
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/04/drought-leaves-6-million-ethiopian-children-hungry-160408134745829.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/04/drought-leaves-6-million-ethiopian-children-hungry-160408134745829.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/04/drought-leaves-6-million-ethiopian-children-hungry-160408134745829.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/makingdifference/2012/2/4f439dbb9/dadaab-worlds-biggest-refugee-camp-20-years-old.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/makingdifference/2012/2/4f439dbb9/dadaab-worlds-biggest-refugee-camp-20-years-old.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/makingdifference/2012/2/4f439dbb9/dadaab-worlds-biggest-refugee-camp-20-years-old.html
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/jan/27/life-dadaab-three-generations-of-refugees-isolated-from-kenyan-society
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/jan/27/life-dadaab-three-generations-of-refugees-isolated-from-kenyan-society
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/jan/27/life-dadaab-three-generations-of-refugees-isolated-from-kenyan-society
http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/latest/2016/6/5763b65a4/global-forced-displacement-hits-record-high.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/latest/2016/6/5763b65a4/global-forced-displacement-hits-record-high.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/latest/2016/6/5763b65a4/global-forced-displacement-hits-record-high.html
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxZC-j1edRakVWRnQ2dzZV9Lc1k/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BxZC-j1edRakVWRnQ2dzZV9Lc1k/view
https://www.loc.gov/law/help/refugee-law/kenya.php
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a quarter34 of Northeastern Kenya’s economy, or 

about 20 million Euros per year. 

 

Dadaab and Kenyan Politics 
Refugees are by nature political and predictably 

remain a contentious issue in Kenya. A wave of Al-

Shabaab terror attacks - most notably the Westgate 

mall attack in 201335 and the shootings at Garissa 

University36 in 2015 - has increased anti-refugee 

sentiments among Kenyans. Al-Shabaab, an insurgent 

terrorist group based in Somalia, is notorious for its 

forced recruitment, sexual violence, and use of child 

soldiers37 - a reason many refugees chose to flee in 

the first place. Al-Shabaab has developed 

a“shadowy”38 presence within Dadaab, kidnapping 

aid workers39 and terrorizing residents.40 However, 

this presence has been exaggerated by both the 

Kenyan government and war hawks in the United 

States.41 

In an official statement,42 the Ministry of Interior’s 

Cabinet Secretary, Joseph Nkaissery, supported the 

                                                           
34 Ben Rawlence, “The chaotic economy of a Kenyan 

refugee camp,” The Irish Times, 13 February 2016,  

http://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/africa/the-

chaotic-economy-of-a-kenyan-refugee-camp-1.2532686 

35“Kenya Mall Shooting: Timeline of Events,” American 

Broadcasting Company, 22 September 2013, 

http://abcnews.go.com/International/kenya-mall-

shooting-timeline-events/story?id=20334295 

36“Kenya attack: 147 dead in Garissa University assault,” 

British Broadcasting Corporation, 3 April 2015, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-32169080 

37“No Place for Children: Child Recruitment, Forced 

Marriage, and Attacks on Schools in Somalia,” Human 

Rights Watch,  20 February 2012, 

https://www.hrw.org/report/2012/02/20/no-place-

children/child-recruitment-forced-marriage-and-attacks-

schools-somalia 

38 Cora Currier, “Refugee Camps are Factories for 

Terrorists? Not Really,” The Intercept, 6 February 2016, 

https://theintercept.com/2016/02/06/refugee-camps-are-

factories-for-terrorists-not-really/ 

39Abdimalik Hajir, “Kenyan woman kidnapped by suspected 

Al-Shabaab militants in Garissa,” Daily Nation, 13 October 

planned closure of Dadaab, renouncing it as a 

breeding ground for terrorism and maintaining that 

the safety of Kenyan citizens must be the primary 

concern of policymakers. Dadaab has been a useful 

deflection tool for the the government to avoid 

embarrassment. Depicting refugees as an inherent 

security risk allows politicians to shift blame for 

terrorism onto refugees as opposed to government 

corruption43 or incompetence.44 Refugees themselves 

are the worst affected as they suffer from both the 

terrorism and the resulting security crackdown45 

because of perceptions that they are prone to 

radicalization.  

The Horn of Africa is experiencing a severe drought, 

and refugees are often described as leaching 

resources that should be allocated for Kenyans in 

need. In his statement, Nkaissery also asserted “what 

is worse is that Kenyans have to pay for water while 

2015,  http://www.nation.co.ke/counties/Teacher-kidnap-

Garissa-Shabaab/1107872-2910954-1571rm9z/index.html 

40“Kenya: Gunman Kills Two in Dadaab Refugee Camp,” 

AllAfrica Global Media, 16 March 2012, 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201203191385.html 

41 Cora Currier.  

42“Government Statement and Update on the Repatriation 

of Refugees and Schedule Closure of Dadaab Refugee 

Camp,” Ministry of Interior & Coordination of National 

Government, 11 May 2016, 

http://www.interior.go.ke/?p=3113 

43 Giles Foden, “Kenya: behind the terror is rampant 

corruption,” The Guardian, 23 September 2013, 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/sep/

23/kenya-behind-terror-rampant-corruption 

44Anjli Parrin, “Is Kenya’s security policy the real enemy 

within?” Irin News, 21 April 2015, 

http://www.irinnews.org/report/101386/kenya%E2%80%9

9s-security-policy-real-enemy-within 

45Moulid Hujale, “Somalia: Dadaab Refugees Caught in the 

Middle,” AllAfrica Global Media, 19 February 2016, 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201603080683.html 

http://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/africa/the-chaotic-economy-of-a-kenyan-refugee-camp-1.2532686
http://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/africa/the-chaotic-economy-of-a-kenyan-refugee-camp-1.2532686
http://abcnews.go.com/International/kenya-mall-shooting-timeline-events/story?id=20334295
http://abcnews.go.com/International/kenya-mall-shooting-timeline-events/story?id=20334295
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-32169080
https://www.hrw.org/report/2012/02/20/no-place-children/child-recruitment-forced-marriage-and-attacks-schools-somalia
https://www.hrw.org/report/2012/02/20/no-place-children/child-recruitment-forced-marriage-and-attacks-schools-somalia
https://www.hrw.org/report/2012/02/20/no-place-children/child-recruitment-forced-marriage-and-attacks-schools-somalia
https://theintercept.com/2016/02/06/refugee-camps-are-factories-for-terrorists-not-really/
https://theintercept.com/2016/02/06/refugee-camps-are-factories-for-terrorists-not-really/
http://www.nation.co.ke/counties/Teacher-kidnap-Garissa-Shabaab/1107872-2910954-1571rm9z/index.html
http://www.nation.co.ke/counties/Teacher-kidnap-Garissa-Shabaab/1107872-2910954-1571rm9z/index.html
http://allafrica.com/stories/201203191385.html
http://www.interior.go.ke/?p=3113
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/sep/23/kenya-behind-terror-rampant-corruption
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/sep/23/kenya-behind-terror-rampant-corruption
http://www.irinnews.org/report/101386/kenya%E2%80%99s-security-policy-real-enemy-within
http://www.irinnews.org/report/101386/kenya%E2%80%99s-security-policy-real-enemy-within
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refugees get it for free.”46 This is a political tactic that 

gives marginalized groups a concrete competitor for 

limited resources. Poor Kenyans resent refugees - 

who they perceive as taking what is rightfully theirs - 

as opposed to ineffective government leaders and 

policies.  

 

Why did the Kenyan government decide to 

repatriate refugees? 
In 2013, Somalia, Kenya, and the UN signed a 

tripartite agreement, which sponsored the voluntary 

repatriation of refugees to Somalia.47 While intended 

to abide by international law and ensure only 

voluntary repatriation, the new agreement failed to 

live up to such aspirations.48 It, instead, served as a 

precedent for forced deportations and was quickly 

suspended as the logistics of the agreement were 

never sufficiently negotiated.49 After the failure of 

this agreement, Kenya decided to expedite the 

process by closing Dadaab, again justifying the move 

with security risk and economic burden.50 However, 

                                                           
46“Government Statement and Update on the Repatriation 

of Refugees and Schedule Closure of Dadaab Refugee 

Camp.”  

47 Emmanuel Kisiangani and Hawa Noor, “Is Kenya 

prioritising national security concerns over the rights of 

refugees?” Institute for Security Studies, 15 January 2014, 

https://www.issafrica.org/iss-today/the-controversial-

repatriation-of-somali-refugees-from-kenya 

48“New procedures set for Somali refugees to return home 

voluntarily from Kenya,” UNHCR, 11 November 2013, 

http://www.unhcr.org/en-

us/news/press/2013/11/528102b49/new-procedures-set-

somali-refugees-return-home-voluntarily-kenya.html 

49Brid Ghrainne, “Implementation of Tripartite Agreement 

on Hold,” Oxford Human Rights Hub - University of Oxford,  

1 June 2014, http://ohrh.law.ox.ac.uk/implementation-of-

tripartite-agreement-on-hold/.  

50“Government Statement and Update on the Repatriation 

of Refugees and Schedule Closure of Dadaab Refugee 

Camp.”  

51“Closing the world’s largest refugee camp in Kenya could 

fan the flames of terrorism,” The Washington Post, 26 May 

2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/closing-

the-worlds-largest-refugee-camp-in-kenya-could-fan-the-

returning Somali refugees has every potential to 

make Kenya’s security issues deteriorate rather than 

improve.51 While it is true that Somalia has grown 

more stable in recent years, the bar to surpass was 

rather low; the Somali Civil War led to anarchy for two 

decades before the Federal Government of Somalia 

was established in 2012. Al-Shabaab now controls 

less than 10% of Somalia,52 which is promising; 

however, the country is in the midst of a food crisis53 

and the fledgling government is still largely 

dependent on foreign aid for stability.54 

The Norwegian Refugee Council released a paper in 

October highlighting several issues with return, 

including refugees being forced to pay bribes for 

repatriation services, a breakdown in monitoring and 

accountability procedures, and failure to invest in 

long-term sustainability.55 An additional report from 

October indicated that around 16000 refugees 

returned were camped outside Kismayo in 

“overcrowded and unsanitary conditions” and “with 

little access to medical care and no schools.”56 
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Returning wellover 200,000 vulnerable people to 

Somalia, which has neither the resources nor 

infrastructure to support them, would result in a 

humanitarian tragedy and easy pickings for Al-

Shabaab recruiters. If Kenyan policymakers truly 

wished to address security concerns, it would not do 

so through a haphazard repatriation. 

But what about economic burden? Dadaab is now the 

3rd largest city in Kenya and, according to a 2010 

study, adds a conservative estimate of about $14 

million in net benefits to the regional economy.57 

Shutting down the camp would significantly impact 

Northeastern Kenya’s economy, which has already 

caused concern among some locals.58 A renewed Al-

Shabaab would also only add further monetary and 

political costs for Kenya. So if neither of these claims 

hold, what gives? Election politics. 

 

The 2017 Election 
The incumbent President, Uhuru Kenyatta of the 

Jubilee Alliance, seeks re-election in the upcoming 

2017 election cycle. Both of the last two elections 

held in Kenya have been disputed, and violence 

following the 2007 election killed up to 1400 people.59 

Kenyatta was charged with crimes against humanity 

by the International Criminal Court for inciting post-

                                                           
11/somali-refugees-decry-empty-promises-on-return-

from-dabaab 
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Communities,”  Government of Norway, (2010): pg. 75, 

http://www.ncg.no/novus/upload/file/2010-

HostCommunities-Kenya3009.pdf 

58 Tony Onyulo, “Kenya closing world’s largest refugee 

camp over Somali terror fears,” The Washington Times, 19 

June 2016, 
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59 James Brownsell, “Kenya: What went wrong in 2007,”  

Jazeera Satellite Channel, 3 March 2013, 

election violence in 2007, but these charges were 

droppeddue to lack of evidence.60Raila Odinga, the 

primary opponent in 2007 and 2013, is expected to 

run for a third attempt in 2017. With corruption rife 

under Kenyatta’s regime,61 there is little faith that the 

upcoming elections will be legitimate. Opposition 

supporters have been holding weekly protests against 

the electoral commission (IEBC) - one of which turned 

violent in late June.62 The Institute for Security Studies 

has already released an ill-boding report, stating that 

the political climate is strikingly similar to the 

onebefore the 2007 election.63 But how does Dadaab 

relate to this? 

For one, over ⅔ of Kenyans support closing Dadaab, 

and the move will positively affect base voter 

perception. It also reflects well on the governance 

practices of the ruling coalition: 

1) Closing Dadaab makes the Jubilee Alliance 
appear effective both by “solving” a crisis that 
has persisted for decades and addressing 
Kenyans’ grievances. 

2) Policy makers also appear tough and 
competent in fighting the “source” of 
terrorism despite inconsistent policies and 
poor border control.  

3) Lastly, the government appears assertive 
internationally. Closing Dadaab is 

http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2013/03/201

333123153703492.html 
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Kenyatta charges,” Reuters, 13 March 2015, 
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August 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/global-
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unprecedented, and Amnesty International64 
and Human Rights Watch65 have argued that 
it’s a violation of international law. Even Ban 
Ki-Moon, the UN’s Secretary General, 
appealed President Kenyatta not to close the 
camp.66 Nonetheless, Kenya pushed forward 
and eventually received a nod from the UN. 

 

Alongside drumming up voter support, the move will 

presumptively fill government coffers. Following 

President Kenyatta’s appeal to the international 

community, Kenya has received or will receive 

international assistance from the World 

Bank,67Intergovernmental Authority on 

Development,68 and the UN,69 among others. With 

systematic corruption and just 1.2% of Kenya’s 2013-

2014 government budget accounted for,70 it is not a 

stretch to speculate that at least a portion of these 

funds will be misappropriated for nefarious uses. 

Spending for the 2017 elections has been capped by 

the IEBC, but this will likely be difficult to regulate.71 
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Where does this leave Kenyans and refugees? 
While repatriation for refugees is supposed to be 

voluntary, this notion is counterintuitive, considering 

the compulsory nature of Dadaab’s closure. Refugees 

are left with little choice but to return to Somalia, and 

there have already been reports of coercions and 

forced deportations to insecure areas.72 If plans to 

close the camp move forward, it would result in 

devastating human loss and renewed instability.73 

The government’s decision to close the camp is 

reckless at best: policymakers have decided to value 

their short-term goals (re-election) over the long-

term consequences for both Kenyan citizens and 

refugees. In order for everyone to win, one of two 

outcomes must occur: 1) the attempts to repatriate 

refugees are unsuccessful and the camp remains 

open or 2) the timeline is extended until Somalia is 

stabilized. With either of these outcomes, the 

government can reap the short- 

term benefits of the election, and a massive crisis is 

averted. If the government fails to facilitate one of 

these outcomes and charges forward with 

repatriation, Kenyans are left with policy makers that 
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hold no value in public interest. Such negligence 

provides signals for future political and economic 

decay as well as regional instability 
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INTERSTATE – Interview with 
Chloe Sydney 26/10/16 

Tudor Skelly, Lisa Claussmann & Tirion 

Kerr from Interstate 
 

[Chloe worked with UNCIEF in Sudan and Kenya, 

before that she was involved in a development 

research firm in South Sudan. Chloe is currently 

working on her Phd, which is on refugee related issues 

and focusing on factors which encourage a refugee to 

remain or leave their country of origin] 

 

Interstate: Why do people leave Syria? 

Chloe Sydney: People leave Syrian because of conflict, 

oppression, human rights abuses. Because they’re 

afraid for their lives, and for the lives of their children. 

In very simplistic, basic migration theory terms, they 

leave because of “push factors”.  

 

I.: Which countries do refugees choose to stay in? Why 

do you think refugees come to the UK, rather than 

claim asylum in Germany or France? 

C.S.: The current discourse around asylum seekers 

assumes that asylum seekers choose their country of 

destination based on a rational cost-benefit 

calculation, to take advantage of welfare benefits, 

employment opportunities, or ‘soft’ immigration 

controls – essentially, what is referred to in migration 

theory as “pull factors”. This is generally not the case: 

the choice of destination isn’t the outcome of a 

rational decision-making process designed to 

maximise benefits; studies show that asylum seekers 

actually have very little knowledge about their 

countries of destination, in particular in terms of 

asylum procedures, benefits, or availability to work. 

In a nutshell, “asylum shopping” is a myth.  

This isn’t to say that asylum seekers are completely 

devoid of agency: while they have been forced out of 

their country, and despite the harsh constraints, 

asylum seekers do try to exercise some control over 

their lives – as is completely natural. But in current 

debates, the idea that asylum seekers should be able 

to exert any choice is heavily frowned upon. If asylum 

seekers attempt to choose their preferred 

destination, we assume they’re not actually in need 

of protection, that they’re “bogus asylum seekers”, 

“economic migrants.” We’ve adopted what can 

almost be seen as a ‘beggars can’t be choosers’ 

approach.  

One of the main reasons behind choice of country of 

destination has been shown to be social networks: 

the presence of family or friends. If you’ve been 

forced to flee your country, to leave everything and 

everyone you know – then of course, you’re inclined 

to find others in exile. Another strong factor is 

reputational: Europe has the reputation of being safe, 

rich, tolerant, democratic… If you have just fled a 

country at war, it makes sense to choose a country 

where you can rebuild a better life for yourself, 

pending potential return.  

 

I.: How do you respond to the discourse and debates 

when challenges their refugee status and claims that 

most of them are simply economic migrants? 

C.S.: Look at the major countries of origin of these 

asylum seekers. Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq… I think we 

can hazard a guess as to why they fled their country. 

Just because they want to exert a limited degree of 

choice in the selection of destination doesn’t 

preclude their very legitimate asylum claims.  

 

I.: What role do you think the media plays in the 

general attitude towards refugees, especially in the 

UK? (integration: culture clash or not, language 

aspect…)  

C.S.: The media is perpetuating the common 

misconception that asylum seekers are drawn to the 

UK by ‘pull factors’ like welfare benefits, or 

employment. The forced nature of these migration 

flows is often completely overlooked. They use the 

word ‘migrant’ instead of ‘asylum seeker’ or 

‘refugee’. At the best of times, they say ‘migrants’ are 

coming to ‘steal our jobs’; in the worst cases, they 

engage in active fear mongering by associating 
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asylum seekers with terrorism. Popular media 

discourses are leading to racism and discrimination, 

not just for asylum seekers and refugees in need of 

protection, but also for others from ethnic minority 

backgrounds. 

 

I.: Now you organised a balloon pop to advertise 

awareness and campaign on the issue of 

unaccompanied refugees, where did the idea come 

from? 

C.S.: I’ve recently returned to Europe, and I am 

sickened by the lack of humanity, the inaction. 

Evictions have started in Calais, raising severe child 

protection concerns: after the last evictions earlier 

this year, an estimated 129 refugee children were 

reported to have gone missing; prior to this round of 

evictions, there were believed to be over 1,000 

vulnerable unaccompanied refugee children in the 

camp. So we decided it was time to, quite literally, 

make some noise. 

 

I.: How do you respond to the criticism in the media 

that we are accepting aren’t just accepting child 

refugees but in fact young adults and calls that their 

age should be tested somehow? 

C.S.: I think those who complain they’re not children 

are, quite simply, not human. I’m going to quote a 

fantastic, satirical article by Mark Steel which 

appeared in the Independent last week:  “When we 

agreed to let children in, these weren’t the ones we 

ordered. We were expecting a cute four-year-old with 

a leg missing and a broken teddy. What’s the point in 

saving someone’s life if they turn out to be 23 and 

wearing a hood?” 

 

I.: Do you know of any local NGOs in Aber working to 

the welcoming of the refugees? 

C.S.: Aber Aid has done a fantastic job; currently, 

they’re advocating to start a community sponsorship 

programme in order to welcome more refugees, 

faster. They’re also collecting welcome cards to 

welcome the new Syrian refugees expected to arrive 

in Aberystwyth soon. I think it’s fantastic that 

Aberystwyth is being so welcoming – it reminds me 

why I love it!  

 

I.: Why has the burden of responsibility fallen to the 

third sector organisations such as charities and 

volunteer groups?  

C.S.: First of all, I don’t think it’s a “burden”. But, to 

answer your question, third sector organisations are 

stepping up because the government is failing to 

provide appropriate solutions and support. 

 

I.: Do you think the handling of refugees in Calais has 

changed the way we see refugees and do you think 

lessons will be learnt or repeated? Are we seeing an 

end to refugees setting up camps around the UK 

border gateways like the “Calais jungle” or this 

particular aspect of refuges going to keep reoccur? 

C.S.: I wish I could be optimistic enough to believe the 

UK, and Europe more broadly, will step up to 

welcome refugees in need of protection. If they did, 

then shameful situations like Calais would not be 

repeated. But I’m not sure the lessons have been 

learned. There is a big need to conquer the fear, 

ignorance, and racism prevalent in popular discourse 

– otherwise, there will be very little buy in for 

government attempts to welcome and support 

refugees. 

 

I.: When the conflict eventually end, do you think 

there will there be a point at where Syrians will want 

to move back to Syria? 

C.S. : That’s actually the topic of my research. Ask me 

again in three years! In all seriousness, in my 

experience, most refugees I’ve encountered do want 

to go home. However, return home is dependent on 

a number of factors, the most important of which 

being, sadly, security. 
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INTERSTATE – Interview with 
AberAid 03/12/16 

Tirion Kerr and Hazwani Liyana from 

Interstate 
 

 

*INTERVIEW WITH LINDSAY CARDWELL* 

Tirion: ‘Around what time did AberAid begin?’ 

Lindsay Cardwell: ‘We began our group two years ago 

(in 2014). There was probably a lot of awareness 

(about the Syrian refugee crisis) locally, but there 

didn’t seem to be anybody coming together and put 

anything to action.’ 

T: ‘Could you tell us what inspired AberAid?’ 

L: ‘We were just a group of people that came together 

because we all had a feeling of really wanting to help 

but not really knowing what to do or how to go about 

getting involved [in the Syrian refugee crisis]. It didn’t 

seem that there was a lot happening locally, so we 

thought “we’ll start our own little group.” We’re 

basically a group of mums who came together to raise 

awareness and fundraise, and in a lovely way people 

have just been drawn to get involved after that.’ 

T: ‘There has been a lot of negative rhetoric 

surrounding refugees recently. How do you feel the 

reaction in Aberystwyth has been?’  

L: ‘I feel Aberystwyth is a fairly international 

community already with the University, and generally 

people are quite open here. It’s also such a small 

place so I think (such rhetoric) will be at much less a 

scale here. Unfortunately, I have spoken to people 

who have experienced not very nice things, verbally 

and in attitude. I don’t think we’re immune from that 

sort of thing here. The people I’ve spoken to now live 

in Aberystwyth and originally have come from abroad 

and not feeling so welcome, but I’m not sure if that’s 

an effect of everything happening in the media that’s 

constantly surrounding you. I think (this rhetoric) is 

inescapable on a global scale really.’ 

T:‘Given the tabloid perception of refugees and 

asylum seekers, are you surprised that so many 

people are compelled to help AberAid in 

Aberystwyth?’: 

L:‘Not at all. I think the majority of people you speak 

to are just horrified with what’s going on at the 

moment and really want to help. Again, it’s just not 

knowing quite how to put that into action. I think 

when it seems like such a vast issue, sometimes it’s 

difficult to imagine just how you can begin to even 

make a difference. I think the really nice thing is that 

it’s actually bringing the community together so 

that’s been a really positive by-product of it, it really 

has brought the community together in a really 

positive way.’ 

T:‘Do you think AberAid has had any effect in tackling 

stigmas against refugees?’ 

L: ‘I think it’s played a part in that, I think it’s definitely 

been helpful, but I think also there was a lot of 

goodwill there in the first place, and I think perhaps 

AberAid has just focused it a little bit more.’ 

Hazwani: ‘Do you work on weekdays? You only have 

the chance to do this on weekends?’ 

L: ‘Yes, we’re all mums and we’re all working so we fit 

AberAid around our spare time really. It’s quite nice 

now that there is a few of us so it means that it’s 

getting easier and easier.’ 

T: ‘Do you think action has been taken more on the 

local scale rather than nationally in Wales or state-

wide in the UK as a whole?’ 

L: ‘Well our authority here (Ceredigion County 

Council) was designated as a trailblazer authority, 

they have been pro-active which is brilliant, but I 

think in a way it’s easier being in a small place, we 

have a really good network here.’ 

T: ‘Could you tell us a bit about the Community 

Sponsorship Programme? I’m sure many people 

haven’t heard that you have to rasie £4500 to bring 

refugees to Aberystwyth’ 

L: ‘I think the home office pays for their flights so that 

they can get here. I think the money we raise is kept 

as a bond to be used in case of any emergencies that 

may crop up. Once the family or group have arrived, 

a group from the community sponsorship programme 

would meet them at the airport, and that’s where the 
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hand over takes place, where refugees become the 

responsibility of the community sponsorship 

programme and through the programme we source 

housing for them and set up things like English lessons 

and classes on how to settle in locally, and to 

encourage social networks as well.’  

T: ‘Is the sponsorship programme a government 

initiative or a local initiative?’ 

L: ‘I think it’s a government initiative, and it’s also 

happening in Pembrokeshire, and originated in 

Canada.’’’ 

T: ‘Earlier you mentioned the Aberystwyth 

community is more international because of the 

University being here. Could you speak a bit more 

about what Aberystwyth students could do to help in 

their local community?’ 

L: ‘I feel if people want to get involved, please do get 

in touch. If you would like to get involved with the 

community sponsorship programme, or feel like they 

would like to fundraise or do collections and raise 

awareness, there’s loads they can get involved with. 

Please do get in touch.’ 

T: ‘Recently, volunteers have visited the University 

campus to ask students to write letters to refugees, 

and that’s a very challenging experience as it puts 

your place of privilege in to perspective. It’s very hard 

sometimes when you have good intentions to not 

condescend the people you intend to help. Has it 

been difficult to negotiate that relationship with 

refugees in AberAid? ‘ 

L: ‘I think it’s really important to be aware of. Like you 

say, these people had their lives back in Syria and we 

would never want to condescend anybody. What is 

really lovely is that some of the refugees here already 

we now have a good relationship with so they’ve 

been able to become involved and explain to us ‘this 

is appropriate’, ‘this isn’t appropriate’, so that has 

been hugely helpful. That has been a massive help to 

the community sponsorship programme because 

who knows better what they need than refugees 

themselves, so it’s wonderful that they’re involved so 

actively.’ 

T: ‘The term refugee is quite difficult as of course 

people have settled here in Aberystwyth now, and I’m 

sure as AberAid you work closely with them every 

day. I suppose the question I want to ask is: when do 

the people you work with stop being ‘refugees’?’ 

L: ‘I think the people here consider them just as local 

people. Interestingly at our meeting the other day, 

one of the local MPs was there and that was how they 

introduced themselves, as ‘I am here as a refugee’. 

It’s like you say, it’s an interesting question to think 

about. Once people arrive in the community and are 

taken in by the community, they become a local 

person for however long they wish to stay.’ 

T: ‘My final question is if you feel that your role as a 

mother affects how you engage in this initiative?’  

L: ‘I think being a mother brings a different 

perspective. Everybody can relate on a very human 

level and when you have children you can relate as a 

parent to how absolutely horrendous it must be in 

that situation and trying to take care of your children 

and keep them safe. I think it has definitely 

highlighted another side of me.’ 

T: ‘Any final thoughts or feelings you are left with?’ 

L: ‘I’ve found it a beautiful thing to see people’s 

response and it has really restored my faith in 

humanity to see how many people really care and 

how many people want to make a difference. I 

encourage anyone out there who’s thinking ‘it’s too 

vast, I can’t make a difference’ to get involved at 

whatever level they feel comfortable.’ 

*INTERVIEW WITH CANDIDA NIBAU* 

T: ‘What inspired AberAid?’ 

Candida Nibau: ‘We were following the refugee crisis 

when the war started and seeing all these families 

and I have a young family myself, just seeing all of 

them  having to leave their homes and walk in the 

cold, to risk your life. You know how hard it is to just 

travel normally in a car with children so these people 

are really desperate.’ 

 

 

T: ‘How did you all meet?’ 
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C: ‘Well we all have children around the same age. 

After school, picking up the children, we all felt we 

really needed to do something, so we thought we 

should do something at the seafront. Within a week’s 

notice, 200 people showed up to our protest, so we 

thought ‘Okay, we have a lot of potential here.’ We’ve 

been building on that slowly.’ 

T: ‘Do you see a difference in the local reaction to 

what you’re doing compared to what we may hear in 

the media.’ 

C: ‘I think it’s because it’s Aberystwyth. We are 

already a multicultural place, students come from all 

over and having the university is the main thing. 

Globalisation is a good thing, what has made the 

biggest difference is being in Aberystwyth.’ 

T: ‘So you’re not surprised that so many people come 

here to help you.’ 

C: ‘*laughs* I’m still amazed! We have had some 

difficulties as well. We have had some people saying 

‘What about the local people?’ and there’s quite a lot 

of need in Aberystwyth as well. Some people say 

‘You’re taking in refugees but I’m waiting for social 

housing as well.’ They tend to be quite reasonable if 

you talk to them.’ 

T: ‘Recently we’ve heard that there are houses 

available for refugees to accommodate but the 

council have argued there aren’t enough school 

places for children. What challenges have you faced 

as AberAid?’ 

C: ‘The major challenge is housing. Refugees aren’t 

going in to social housing, that’s one of the 

statements of the council, that they aren’t taking the 

places of any locals. It needs to be private housing but 

refugees get the local allowance rate that everyone 

gets, which in Aberystwyth is a room in a shared 

house. So that’s the biggest thing, is getting landlords 

to rent their properties at a much lower price. And the 

rules are very very strict. You cannot put a family in a 

single room. They have to have rules for children if 

they are male or female. They cannot sleep all in a 

room together. That makes things complicated. The 

rules apply as to any one that is on benefits.’ 

H: ‘The rules are very strict, either based on Islam’s 

guidelines or the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) 

guidelines. In Islam, parents need to separate their 

children’s beds when they reach 7 years old. This is 

similar to the LHA’s requirements wherein beds for 

children of different sexes must be separated at the 

age of 10. Islam rules this out to avoid fitnah while for 

LHA, to avoid overcrowding. Although the reasons 

behind these rules are different, the same issue is 

presented to the refugees who try to settle in the 

private houses in Aberystwyth.  Refugees get the local 

rate allowance, which in Aberystwyth is one room in 

a shared house, but the LHA won’t be enough to cover 

the private rent and the needs to accommodate their 

children as the law requires.’ 

T: ‘So has it been hard to challenge the council on 

this?’ 

C: ‘In the beginning the council was very very positive, 

they were the trailblazers in providing homes for 

refugees. But what happened was…. I mean, it’s 

politics, they are politicians, and they follow what 

people say. In the elections [Welsh Assembly 2016 

Elections] there was a 20% vote for UKIP, and they are 

fearing that. In the beginning their policy on refugees 

was all over the newspapers but now the council 

keeps it very quiet because there is that electorate 

that doesn’t like it. They are still signed up to brining 

10 refugees to Aberystwyth each year for 5 years, but 

we want to push for more, we have the facilities for 

more.’  

T: ‘Given what you have said I assume you rely heavily 

on civil society. What do you think more students can 

do to help AberAid?’  

C: ‘I think at this point the only solution is putting 

pressure on the central government through voting, 

but also through petitions, because these people just 

want the war to end, and that’s a political decision at 

this point. None of the European governments are 

willing to do anything. There needs to be something 

grassroots to say that people are welcome here, you 

know, like what came up after Brexit, people who 

wanted to remain came together and are actually 

getting somewhere.’ 

T: ‘On another note, being that we are privileged in 

being able to help refugees, is that a difficult 

relationship in establishing?’ 
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C: ‘Actually one of the things we decided, you see 

some of the families are around, but one of the things 

that we have decided is that when they came here, 

we didn’t want to meet them straight away. We 

didn’t want them to feel thankful or that they owed 

us something. A lot of people said “We should have 

this big party and welcome them,” but these people 

went through so many issues. Slowly they are coming 

to the community. They feel really very welcome, but 

the main problem for them now is finding jobs 

because they are at home. They do some 

volunteering but they are bored, and this brings social 

problems. The challenge at this point is integrating 

them into the jobs market.’ 

T: ‘Are they given any assistance with this?’ 

C: ’The Home Office provides a package for the 

refugees and the council uses the money. The 

University is contacted to provide English lessons, and 

the Red Cross does all the housing and taking them to 

the job centre.’ 

T: ‘Do you feel the government is pushing its 

responsibilities on to the community and charities?’ 

C: ‘[AberAid] are starting to organize to bring a local 

refugee family here, my personal opinion is that it’s 

just the Government trying to get away with it, 

because it’s their responsibility, and people shouldn’t 

have to raise £9000. It’s a very nice system, but it’s 

again the Government trying to push this idea of ‘Big 

Society’ and escaping what they should be doing.’ 

T: ‘Finally, is there any thoughts or feelings you’d like 

to share?’ 

C: ‘Well it’s just amazing, we’ve been open for just 15 

minutes and it’s unbelievable *gesturing towards the 

people in the room*, there are so many things 

happening. I think Aberystwyth is very caring. People 

are very willing. Maybe the University can do more.’  

*INTERVIEW WITH LINDSEY GAUNT* 

Tirion: ‘What inspired AberAid?’ 

Lindsey Gaunt: ‘We’re a group of mums with young 

children, last summer when the refugee crisis was 

really hitting the newspapers and everybody was 

talking about it, we were so upset and so angry at how 

the meida was reporting on it but nobody was doing 

anything about it. We felt so angry and disgusted at 

the lack of action, we were messaging each other on 

Facebook saying we had to do something, so we 

organized a rally saying we would welcome refugees 

in Aberystwyth to see who comes. We started by 

messaging on Facebook, and we set up a Facebook 

page to organize the rally, and then it just went 

massive!’ 

Tirion: ‘So you quickly found out that a lot of people 

were willing to come as soon as somebody began the 

initiative.’ 

L: ‘As soon as we began the Facebook page about the 

refugee crisis, everyone was sharing it, and we got 

almost 2000 followers. I’d say 200 people came to the 

rally, but that’s a good turnout for such a small town.’ 

T: ‘And your support has continued to grow looking at 

all the people in the room today.’ 

L: ‘In the first six months of last year, there was a lot 

of momentum and a lot of support and a lot of 

messages, but as this has gone on and on, and nothing 

has changed, the situation has got worse, the 

momentum has decreased a little bit. That’s why 

we’ve kept on organizing events because we can’t 

stop. A lot of people felt frustrated that nothing 

seems to be changing, we’re writing petitions, raising 

money, writing to our MPs but it’s just getting worse.’ 

T: ‘At what level do you feel this is happening?’ 

L: ‘We are trying to lobby at the local level first 

because we know that’s how you can be most 

effective as a local group. We’re also trying to join the 

national initiative to lobby the Government because 

20,000 refugees over 5 years is pitiful and we should 

be brining loads more than that. We’re the fifth 

richest country in the world, we have a huge capacity 

to help, but because we know we can only make 

change locally, we’ve targeted our petitions at 

Ceredigion county council.’ 

T: ‘You mentioned you were organizing at the 

national level. Has it been easy organising with other 

movements?’ 

L: ‘Only through social media, because you can link in 

with other campaigns that are being run. I think they 

haven’t been as effective as they want to be and 
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that’s because of the huge blocks politically at the 

international level and the national level. We’re really 

trying to focus on what we can do here.’ 

T: ‘I feel you’ve raised the whole social consciousness 

of the issue because it’s easy to forget as time goes 

on and people move on to the next thing. Moving on 

from that, could you tell us a bit more about the 

Family Sponsorship Programme?’ 

L: ‘We’re just starting to develop the group and we’re 

going to launch it in January (2017) for it to be really 

effective with the New Year. The reason we’re doing 

that is we’ve petitioned for Ceredigion County Council 

to bring more Syrian refugees as we do have a lot of 

empty houses and houses that are not being rented. 

But the council are saying “No,” they’re only going to 

bring 10 per year so we’re saying “Okay, we’re going 

to launch a Community Sponsorship Programme and 

we’re going to raise money,” because you have to 

raise money to be able to do that. We’re prepared to 

do that, but we’re also going to raise pressure on the 

council (in 2017) to say that we as a community are 

going to do whatever we can, including raising £9000 

to bring another family here, but what are you going 

to do? If you look at Syria, we have millions and 

millions being displaced, even now.’ 

T: ‘You mention the council may limit your 

interactions with the refugees as they are concerned 

for their safety, is it difficult negotiating a relationship 

with refugees?’ 

L: ‘We are really sensitive to the fact that these are 

people just like us, so I always try to think that we’re 

all the same, and it’s just a matter of geography and 

luck that this hasn’t happened to my family. So 

approaching with that humanity, and always 

remembering your own humanity, and trying to treat 

people completely respectfully is really important. 

There is always a sense of trying not to make people 

feel like they are charity in any way, because nobody 

wants that, and that’s quite difficult because people 

are in a situation where they haven’t got resources 

and money, and you’re wanting to help them and 

offer them things; you have to find a way through 

that, and I think everyone has to do that in their own 

way because that’s quite a difficult negotiation.’ 

T: ‘You mentioned the humanity aspect there, have 

you found any challenges to Aberystwyth’s 

accommodation of refugees?  

L: ‘My perspective is that Aberystwyth, and 

Ceredigion, and actually Wales, traditionally aren’t 

refugee or asylum seeking receivers in large numbers. 

Swansea and Cardiff have brought small numbers of 

refugees and asylum seekers but the outline and 

more rural areas and villages, we haven’t really done 

this before. I think that’s really positive as a lot of 

people have been telling us “It’s time that we should 

help and we should be part of this as well. It shouldn’t 

always be London and Birmingham.” Partly, I think 

that’s why we see so much support because people 

haven’t felt they are being ‘overwhelmed’ by asylum 

seekers and that their communities are being 

jeopardized by that. My husband is from Rotherham, 

which is an impoverished town in south Yorkshire; it’s 

really a deprived community, all the local industries 

like mining and the steelworks have collapsed 

through previous government policies. High numbers 

of unemployment, high numbers of asylum seekers 

and refugees, and a lot of racial tension, and that’s 

because there are high levels of poverty and low 

levels of social mobility and feeling overwhelmed and 

trying to find housing to find housing for asylum 

seekers who are sent there by the government. Those 

communities feel resentful as the white working class 

community feel that they are bearing the brunt of all 

of the social problems. Somewhere like Aberystwyth 

traditionally don’t have that to negotiate, so it’s a 

much more supportive culture.’  

T: ‘Any final thoughts and feelings you’d like to leave 

us with?’ 

L: ‘We want as much support as possible from Aber 

students. We want to pressure the council to bring 

more refugees to Aberystwyth and we want support 

for the Community Sponsorship Programme with 

fundraising and sharing of the message. Thank you so 

much!’  
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Personal Experience Of Life 
On The Refugee Camps Of 

Calais & Dunkirk 
Johnny Gaunt 

 

 

 

DAY 1: Arrival 

 

The warehouse at Calais 

Already things aren’t as I expected them to be.  

The warehouse when we arrived was hectic, yet 

seemingly organized. Most of the volunteers I saw or 

met looked like happy souls, smiling and grateful of 

what we had brought and the help we were offering. 

Their nationalities a mixed bag of French, English, 

Belgian, Swiss, German, etc. They had a look of 

tiredness in their eyes, yet it was mixed with the 

satisfaction you only get from helping others. 

The photo below is as close as we wanted to get to 

the camp tonight. From where we stood, I could just 

make out a cross sat on top of a structure being used 

as a church, and adjacent a hand written sign read 

SCHOOL. French police stood ‘guard’ at the gate, 

which struck me more of a gesture rather than really 

doing anything meaningful. Other than this we had 

seen barely any security from driving off the train – 

unless you count the massive fences which line the 

roads around the port, kindly ‘donated’ by the UK 

taxpayer. Locals jogged by, carried home shopping, or 

walked their dogs. The UK’s media hysteria was 

nowhere to be seen. Yet it was hard to believe that 

behind the mound of earth, a boundary between 

privilege and misfortune, was the so-called “Jungle”, 

where human beings were trying to settle their 

children for the cold night ahead, below tarpaulins 

and second hand tents.  

 

 

Outside the Calais Camp 

Later, as we ate some dinner, it began to rain heavily, 

bitter and freezing. I got soaked getting into my van, 

and sat for a moment listening to the rain lash against 

the windscreen before setting off down the coast to 

my B&B. 
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DAY 2: The Mud & The Cold 

 

The Dunkirk Camp 

We drove my van to the camp at Dunkirk today to 

deliver much needed aid and supplies. What we saw 

there was both shocking and deeply humbling. 

It is bitterly cold here, I can’t over stress that. The 

wind that blows in off the sea bites at your face and 

hands. Even the sun is cold, the never seems to get 

above the tree line.  

It took three attempts to get beyond the CRS (French 

riot police) at the gate, who turned us away twice 

because they have been ordered not to allow in 

“sleeping bags, duvets or blankets”. They wouldn’t 

give anyone a straight answer why. I was told, simply, 

“It is impossible.” A few other officers shrugged their 

shoulders. As the media vilifies Assad for apparently 

blocking aid getting through to people in Syria, here I 

was watching the same thing happening in Dunkirk, 

without the media attention. It seems whilst France 

remains in an ever extending State of Emergency, 

human rights have been utterly forgotten. 

After rearranging our supplies with another 

volunteer’s van-load, we managed to get beyond the 

police and into the camp. There were refuges 

everywhere, some estimates have said several 

thousand are now living in this copse. The ground was 

like the goal-mouth of a Sunday league football pitch 

at the end of a very rainy season. Children and adults 

walked and ran ahead of the van as we rolled slowly 

through the mud towards the distribution centre. A 

man in odd boots (as in ‘odd’ socks) with mud higher 

than his knees, carries a baby only a few months old. 

She was beautiful, and was perfectly clean. She was 

the only human being I saw in the camp that was. 

What you don’t get from the pictures below is the 

sound of hushed voices and gentle singing coming 

quietly from the tents, as if trying not to draw 

attention to themselves. 

 

What else you can’t see is the dignity and pride in the 

faces of the men who stood beside my van, asking for 

some of the items they could see; a cooking pot, some 

boots, t-shirts. I imagined myself having to do the 

same to feed and clothe my family, and doubted I 

could remain so dignified.  

But there was a buoyancy within them that even the 

deepest mud couldn’t suck down. It sprang from their 

frequent beaming smiles (usually accompanies by a 

thumps up) and was matched only by the endless 

positivity and good humour of the volunteers that 

have come from all over the continent to help. 

Despite the grim environment, I felt myself drawn 

into this optimism, and I realized there was more 

humanity inside this dreadful place, than there was 

outside it. 
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DAY 3: Tea In A Cargo Container 

 

The container at Dunkirk which was home to three men 

The CRS (French riot police) ask for two things when 

you try to get passed them to deliver aid at Dunkirk: 

ID (passport or drivers license) and your pass. The 

pass is a letter from the Mayor, giving you the right to 

drive aid onto the refugee camp. The mayor and local 

gendarmerie have been reasonably helpful, so a long-

term volunteer told me yesterday, but their powers 

are superseded by the CRS, who are acting on 

“national orders”.  

So it made sense that when we arrived this morning, 

and the local police were watching the entrance, they 

asked to see neither ID nor the pass, ands simply 

motioned for me to drive straight onto the camp 

without even getting out of their vehicles.  We 

delivered over 30 duvets and blankets. Most of them 

were needed immediately, but there is also a growing 

concern regarding yesterday’s court verdict: refugees 

evicted from Calais will have little choice but to come 

to the camp at Dunkirk (which is already at capacity) 

and will have lost what meagre possessions they had 

when their shelters were dismantled.  

The return trip was not so smooth, with the CRS 

having replaced the local police, the cruel pantomime 

of stopping us entering because we had items to sleep 

in began again. You do not have to be the world’s best 

political analyst to see that a local issue is being 

railroaded by a national policy. 

Eventually, after storing the offending articles in 

another car, we managed to get to the van on to the 

camp and unload the rest of the aid. It was already 

getting late by now, so we decided to spend a while 

walking around the camp rather than heading straight 

back to the warehouse which would be locking up. 

Paddy and me stood looking at a large cargo 

container, rusting and graffitied, when out of it came 

two men who said hello and graciously asked us if 

we’d like to come inside. Within the container a tent 

had been erected, and within that another man was 

tending to a stove boiling a pan of eggs. We took off 

our boots which were loaded with mud and ducked 

low as we entered their ‘home’. 

We were offered tea and bread with one peeled 

boiled eggs broken up into it. “Eat, please, eat,” said 

the cook, a small man with kind eyes. Paddy and I 

shared the sandwich between us and sipped at the 

hot tea. We were both struck by the generosity of 

these fellows, who had so little. We exchanged names 

and talked somewhat casually about our cultures and 

nations. All three were from Kurdish areas of Iran, and 

the man who did most of the speaking, because he 

had the best English, was a political photographer 

who had been exiled because of his work. He told us 

his journey after fleeing his country, of being buffeted 

from one nation to the next until he had wound up 

here. One of the other men had some family in the 

UK, and all three, like most of the refugees I had 

spoken to, were hoping to be allowed entry into 

Britain in order to restart their lives. Each of them had 

hard tales to tell, but they told them without looking 

for pity or sympathy. They were simply the facts of 

their lives. 

The hour we spent with these people has been by far 

the most extraordinary moment of being here so far. 

Their kindness and generosity was almost 

unbearable. “We only want what you want,” the exile 

told me, “peace and justice.”  

Around the camp, there was no information about 

what was happening, or NOT happening with the UK 

and French governments; although I felt a pervading 

impression that the refugees had given up on the 

French authorities ever helping them. Some people 

spoke of things that would strike anyone with the 

faintest idea of UK policy as madness, such as “David 

Cameron is coming next week to help us”. Mad hopes 

are perhaps all you have to hold onto when you have 

nothing left at all. 

It struck me pretty obvious, as I drove back to Calais 

later in the evening, that as far as the UK and French 
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governments were concerned, these wonderful 

people could simply live or die. And it would be 

increasingly the latter, were it not for the quiet 

determination of the caring people of Europe, who 

have donated aid, money and energy to ensure some 

form of life for the refugees continues. Some might 

think that offering such hope is only prolonging the 

inevitable agony. But somehow, after being here, I 

don’t think so. Something beyond authorities and 

policy and power is happening. Below the political 

radar, common human grounds are being shared and 

understood – and from this a unity is being born. 

 

DAY 4: A Sense Of Unity 

 

Outside Dunkirk Camp 

The last day of volunteering started much like the 

others – driving to the warehouse, working for a few 

hours there before loading up the van and heading to 

Dunkirk, only to be turned away by the CRS. Again, 

once the CRS swapped shifts with the local police, I 

was able to drive onto the camp and deliver the 

blankets, sleeping bags and duvets, along with other 

aid. I headed back to Calais to get another van load 

whilst the going as good, and was relieved to find the 

local police still on duty when I returned. 

Although the sun managed to get a little higher and 

stay out a little longer today, it was still a very cold 

day –which is now a very, very cold night. The Dunkirk 

camp seemed far busier today, probably a result of 

the paltry bit of sunshine which may have encouraged 

more people out of their damp tents, and that 

volunteer numbers can triple at the weekend. 

I spent more time talking to people today, and helping 

new arrivals to find the essentials areas of the camp, 

like the kitchen and the men’s and 

women’s/children’s centres. It was strange to think 

we’d only been here for three days, as w already 

clearly familiar (probably to do with my turmeric 

yellow can) to the refugees, who I would often stop 

and chat to as I moved around the camp – rather like 

bumping into someone you knew on the high street. 

I met a lovely lady and her baby, Ayah (Arabic for 

‘miracle’); a gentleman with excellent English from 

Iraq whom had had his own business in London for 12 

years, before suddenly being deported with his wife a 

four children to Iran in 2012, with no explanation or 

reason why; I watched my companions Billy and 

Jordan playing football with few refugee children on 

the car park outside the camp. After being in these 

conditions for a number of days, I had stopped 

noticing the ugly things – even though they are still 

right there – and instead I began to see many of the 

subtler, and more beautiful aspects. 

 

 

As darkness approached and the day was finished, 

and we headed back to the warehouse and said our 

goodbye to the other volunteers. But none of us felt 

like returning to our B&BS, so we drove over to the 

Calais camp again, much as we had done on the first 

evening. This time, however, we walked on to the 

camp to look around. The difference between the two 

camps was stark. Yes, it was still a refugee camp, but 

they were incomparable in that Calais, due to the 

amazing endeavours of the refugees and the 

volunteers, was very clearly a distinct and cohesive 

community. There was a church, a mosque, schools 
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and play areas for the kids, shops, restaurants and 

chill-out zones, art schools and language classes. The 

roads were hard and dry in most places which 

obviously made life easier for the people living there. 

There were very few tents, instead the vast majority 

of shelters were wooden frames and tarpaulin under 

a solid MDF board roof. Most were sat on several 

planked over pallets, to create a floor and to make it 

more structurally sound. This small difference had a 

hug psychological affect: it gave a sense of solidarity 

and stability to the community, despite the fact that 

they were clearly not permanent structures and could 

easily be dismantled within a few minutes. 

We decided to have our last meal together in a 

restaurant built in the same way but larger. It was 

amazing inside – warm and comfortable, with 

carpeted seats to relax in. The food was some of the 

best I have ever tasted: rice and spinach aloo with a 

wonderful doughy bread. I’ll never forget that meal, 

or the difference is us all compared to the fairly timid 

and anxious people we were on the first evening. 

As we walked back to the van, through dark streets lit 

up by the doorways and plastic windows of shops and 

houses, we laughed at the madness that was banded 

around Britain, that this was a dangerous place and 

that the people living here were ‘animals’. It was no 

coincidence that the name “Jungle” had been happily 

adopted by the press. I don’t think I’ve felt safer 

walking the streets anywhere in Britain.  

It also became quite apparent to me that it is this 

cohesion, this living and breathing multi-ethnicity 

community, a testament to the people trapped here, 

that most angers the authorities. Because, and this 

needs to be understood, it is not the refugees who are 

incensed at the authorities, but the other way 

around. I saw Afghans, Kurdish, Iraqis, Iranians, 

Somalians and Europeans walking around and eating 

in the restaurants together, side by side, peacefully 

and proving quite clearly that this can happen easily 

when communities are lift to develop naturally – 

without divisive media stories and political infiltration 

to stir base emotions against one another. 

This to some extend explains why the authorities are 

trying so hard to bulldoze their way to a solution, and 

prevent a replica to occur at Dunkirk. Governments, 

especially old colonial ones like France and Britain, 

fear nothing more than unity. And their cruel 

ignorance has, and continues to, create just that. In 

many ways, I will be sorry to leave. It has changed us 

all forever.  

 

Special thanks to Aberaid, Dot’s gift Shop, 

Aberystwyth University, The Carol Singers and the 

generous people of Ceredigion. 

Thanks to Freddie, Abi, Billy, Paddy & Jordan – great 

travel companions 

Interstate would like to thank Mr. Johnny Gaunt for 

his cooperation in publishing his personal experience 

of life on the refugee camps of Calais & Dunkirk in this 

issue. 

  



Page 30 of 33 

 

Refugee Messages 
Moira Vincentelli 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Displaced peoples crisis as seen in art work by Moira Vincentelli. 

Moira Vincentelli taught art history at Aberystwyth University for 40 years.  Since retiring from teaching 

she has been studying practical art and is about to complete an MA in Fine art at Bangor University.  

Displaced People has been a dominant theme in my work for a number of years.   Moved by the dramatic 

stories and images in the press I also happened to pass through Keleti Station in Budapest during the height 

of the refugee crisis. In 2016 I developed a participatory project giving people postcards with my images 

and inviting them to ‘write a message for a refugee or politician’. In 2016 I spent a week working with 

Care4 Calais which has also formed the basis of some of my recent work. 

Refugee Messages 

Installation view of the postcards. 

I made about 50 self-addressed postcards.  It was 
important that the cards were sent through the 
post: like refugees, they took a journey.  Some 
never came back and some got damaged – but 
most arrived safely.  

 

Refugee Messages 

Scattered cards 

The images are loosely based on photographs 

from the press or given to me and are pen and 

ink sketches with collage of newsprint.  

One of the issues raised in this participatory 

project was the way people struggled to find 

anything appropriate to write. 
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Refugee Messages 

45. Struggling on 

The newsprint with the word ‘pressure’ can 

add to the impact of the image.  

The message included the words ‘All strength 

to you and trust in yourself and each other.’ 

Refugee Messages 

38. Moving along 

This has a message written by a 

volunteer ‘To the amazing people 

living in the refugee camps…your 

continuing resilience and humanity 

overwhelm and inspire me.’ 

 

Refugee Messages 

48. At Keleti station 

The message on this one was 

addressed to the Prime Minister and 

read 'We can't turn our backs on 

these vulnerable children in 

Europe.  History will judge us for 

that'. 

 


