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Abstract

Migrants with precarious legal statuses experience significant structural exclusion from their host nations but may still feel
partial belonging. This article explores two dimensions potentially relevant for this group’s sense of belonging: city-level
opportunity structures and public political discourses. Specifically, we examine perceptions of belonging among forced
migrants with similarly precarious legal statuses located in Istanbul and Vienna. Drawing from semi-structured interviews,
we argue that opportunity structures in the cities provide a minimal sense of social normalness within a period of life
otherwise considered anomalous or exceptional. Any articulations of belonging in this context however remain inherently
tied to the conditions of legal limbo at the national level. With regard to public political discourses, migrants display a
strong awareness of the role of religion within national debates on culture and integration. In a context where religion
is discussed as a mediator of belonging, we found explicit affirmations of such discourses, whereas in a context where
religion is discussed as a marker of difference, we found implicit compliance, despite feelings of alienation. Overall, this
article shows the importance of differentiating belonging, and of cross-regional comparisons for highlighting the diverse
roles of cities and public political discourses in facilitating integration.
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1. Introduction

The political crisis of migration governance in 2015
spurred new public debates on immigrant integration in
host societies within the EU and beyond. Policymaking
classically entails a discursive construction of policy re-
cipients (Pierce et al., 2014), and in the context of inte-
gration, political debates oftentimes evolve around im-
migrants’ willingness or capability to belong to a nation-
ally defined society. In this vein, research has long been
focused on the way in which powerful actors construct
immigrants as part of or excluded from the society (e.g.,
van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999; Wright & Bloemraad, 2012;

Yuval-Davis, 2006). However, scholars are increasingly
paying attention to a subjective dimension of integration,
namely, the way in which newly arrived immigrants expe-
rience belonging—a sense of identification and attach-
ment to society (Antonsich, 2010; Crowley, 1999; Howes
& Hammett, 2016; Simonsen, 2016).

The topic of belonging is far from trivial. At the indi-
vidual level, a sense of belonging can create meaning and
a feeling of safety (Lambert et al., 2013); at the societal
level, it contributes to social cohesion (Schiefer & Noll,
2017). In this article, we take up the topic by examining
perceptions of belonging among forced migrants located
in Vienna and Istanbul and living in legal limbo. We re-
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fer to the social group of our study as “forced migrants”
because of their position vis a vis state categories of
migration governance. This umbrella term encompasses
people requiring asylum or another form of protection
abroad and holding a variety of related legal statuses.
It does not preclude the possibility that their process
of migrating is at least partially voluntary or that receiv-
ing states may not formally recognize them as refugees
(cf. Erdal & Oeppen, 2018).

In this article, we are first interested in whether and
how the level of cities as a subnational entity may con-
tribute to feelings of belonging, providing integrational
structures in an exclusionary national context. The two
cities were chosen because they are both immigration
cities offering opportunity structures in countries that re-
ceived relatively high numbers of asylum seekers in re-
cent years. The choice of these cities also allows for a
novel comparison between European and non-European
contexts. Second, we seek to address the level of public
political discourse on culture and integration, which dif-
fers considerably between Austria and Turkey. National
debates on culture and integration can be viewed as im-
portant venues of negotiation regarding who belongs to
a society and based on which features.

Thus, we study perceptions of belonging by analyz-
ing qualitative interviews with forced migrants who ar-
rived in Austria and Turkey between 2011 and 2017, pay-
ing particular attention to our interlocutors’ discussions
of city specific opportunity structures and public politi-
cal discourses on forced migrants. The central question
that we address in this article is: How do persons with
a precarious legal status experience belonging in spe-
cific urban contexts? Drawing together results from two
different cities enables us to explore the practical and
cognitive-cultural role of cities and public political dis-
courses in integration processes.

In the following section, we introduce the concept of
belonging, explain how it is tied to the structural condi-
tions of forced migrants, particularly in the context of
cities, and discuss how it is related to public political
discourses on integration and culture. In the third sec-
tion, we present our two cases. First, we discuss the na-
tional legal and discursive settings that forced migrants
face, then we look at city-specific integration policies for
this group. Afterwards, in section four, we elaborate on
our data and methodology. In section five, we present
the central findings deriving from an analysis of semi-
structured interviews with asylum seekers and beneficia-
ries of protection status in Vienna and Istanbul. The fi-
nal section of the article sums up the major conclusions
about the role of cities and public political discourses for
migrants’ perceptions of belonging.

2. Theoretical Framework: The Concept of Belonging
The concept of belonging addresses a person’s iden-

tification and feelings of attachment to a community
(Kannabiran, Vieten, & Yuval-Davis, 2006; Simonsen,

2018). In our context, the focus is on forced migrants
located within communities at the geo-political level
of host-states and cities. Considering this nested sit-
uatedness, we seek to understand how persons who
are nationally not granted full legal inclusion experi-
ence belonging. Thereby, we specifically take into ac-
count the role of the urban sub-spaces and public politi-
cal discourses.

Belonging is an important component of immigrant
integration. Integration is a concept that is widely used
by policy makers, but it is a contested term for migra-
tion scholars who do not agree about its definition or
measurement (Castles, de Haas, & Miller, 2013). One pri-
mary critique of integration research is that it is overly fo-
cused on functional indicators and that scholarship does
not sufficiently take migrant points of view into account.
Increasingly, researchers are pointing to the importance
of affective and subjective measures of integration, in-
cluding social bridges, bonds and links (Ager & Strang,
2008), as well as the cultural and religious dimensions
of belonging (Garcés-Mascarefias & Penninx, 2016).

Thus, the question of belonging is inherently tied
to established social boundaries and their permeability
in relation to newcomers. Specifically, boundaries might
be related to being part of a territory, entering formal
institutional settings or joining a symbolic community.
Building on Max Weber, Andrew Geddes (2005, p. 789)
argues that a political community is constituted by the
confluence of three types of boundaries: territorial, orga-
nizational and conceptual. Accordingly, belonging is me-
diated (in chronological order) through a mid—to long-
term presence within a legally demarcated space, a for-
mally organized status of residence and access to ma-
jor institutions, and self-identification or ascription pro-
cesses in relation to collectively shared concepts of “us”
and “them.”

With regards to the first two categories (territorial
and organizational belonging), forced migrants entering
host countries like Turkey and Austria via the asylum sys-
tem typically have overcome territorial boundaries, but
they do not immediately receive long-term residence
status and associated rights with regard to labour mar-
ket participation, social welfare, or education. This con-
dition is often referred to as legal limbo. Goldring and
Landolt (2011, p. 327) describe limbo as “precarity” re-
sulting from “complex institutional and geographic path-
ways” that force migrants into insecure legal statuses.
Being in limbo may mean uncertainty and anxiety about
the future and limited economic and social access to the
host society (Robertson & Runganaikaloo, 2014; Yijala &
Nyman, 2017). The longer that migrants have an unse-
cured status, the more frustrated and less interested in
integration they may become. Against this background of
limited organizational belonging within the nation-state,
it seems worth looking at two other dimensions that
might play a crucial role in mediating belonging, namely
opportunity structures at the level of cities as organi-
zational boundaries at the sub-national level and pub-
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lic political discourses on “us” and “them” as concep-
tual boundaries.

2.1. Belonging Mediated by City Level Opportunity
Structures

Similar to debates on integration, questions of belong-
ing are usually discussed in the context of national poli-
tics (e.g., Simonsen, 2018). The nation-state as an “imag-
ined community” (Anderson, 1991) certainly retains its
importance in a globalized world, especially as a guaran-
tor of “the right to have rights,” to put it into the terms
of Hannah Arendt. However, as literature on civic strat-
ification has shown, the inclusion of newcomers, espe-
cially asylum seekers, is always partial and conditional
(Atac & Rosenberger, 2013; Morris, 2003). Thus, for per-
sons in legal limbo, who are furthermore often framed as
unwanted or non-belonging in political discourses, non-
national opportunity structures are particularly relevant.

Cities per se display distinct socio-economic and
socio-cultural conditions, which may be of relevance
to immigrants given their specific formal and informal
labour market opportunities as well as the increased pos-
sibilities to engage in interethnic networks that they of-
fer. This can be referred to as indirect opportunity struc-
tures. However, it has also been shown that cities of-
ten lead national levels in terms of developing direct
opportunity structures in the form of integration poli-
cies (Bauder & Gonzalez, 2018; Penninx, 2009). In order
to explain why some cities are more open to absorbing
newcomers, scholars have pointed to favourable politi-
cal conditions (de Graauw & Vermeulen, 2016) and the
ultimate necessity to deal with ethnic diversity that they
face (Hickman, Mai, & Crowley, 2012). Some even argue
that cities are “urban imagined communities” (Callen,
2004) coexisting with the nation, due to their clear limit-
edness, their community building efforts, and their con-
stant boosting of quality of life. Thus, cities might offer
additional resources, structures and discourses that work
as supplementary or compensatory sites of belonging for
specific migrant groups.

2.2. Belonging Mediated by Public Political Discourses
on Integration and Culture

Conceptual boundaries are frequently negotiated in
terms of discourses on “us” and “them,” which are
often reflected in debates on culture and integration.
Politicians and commentators may set out the criteria
of cultural membership in terms of language mastery or
other formal criteria, but more often they make recourse
to more abstract notions of values, respect and national
loyalty. Scholars have shown that such debates about cul-
ture and integration are very important for determining
migrants’ sense of belonging as they constrain possible
narratives, reinforce inequalities (Cederberg, 2013) and
can damage political trust and faith in democratic sys-
tems (Simonsen, 2019). These discourses may even be

more important than legal policies for determining sub-
jective belonging (Simonsen, 2019) and thus are worth
examining in detail.

In ethnically diverse societies, integration issues are
often brought up in connection to religion, and in
Western European cases like Austria, Islam in particu-
lar (Permoser & Rosenberger, 2012). Prior research has
examined Muslim integration in several European coun-
tries (cf. Statham & Tillie, 2016), compared immigrant
integration in Europe and North America (Chambers,
Evans, Messina, & Williamson, 2017; Foner & Alba, 2008)
or Christian and Muslim integration in the Middle East
(Chatty, 2010). There are, however, no comparative stud-
ies analysing the role of integration discourses on reli-
gion for perceptions of belonging, despite the noted sig-
nificance of these discourses. Kassaye, Ashur, and van
Heelsum (2016) for example point out how discourses
on Muslims in Western European countries are domi-
nated by an emphasis on cultural and religious differ-
ence, which often constructs the presence of Muslim mi-
grants as a threat. In a study of the effects of media dis-
courses on belonging among Somalis in the Netherlands,
Kassaye et al. (2016) found that news about Muslims in
the media are perceived as negative and excluding. The
effect on belonging varies considerably, causing some
Dutch Somalis to discount the importance of media cov-
erage, some to deemphasize their Muslim background
and some to display a strong attachment to the “Muslim
community” as a reaction to excluding media discourses.

3. The Two Cases: Istanbul and Vienna in Their
National Contexts

3.1. National Level: Legal Conditions and Public Political
Discourses in Turkey and Austria

In both Turkey and Austria, we focus on forced migrants
in legal limbo. In Turkey, the vast majority of forced mi-
grants are Syrians (3.6 million total), but the country is
also home to around 115,000 migrants from nine other
countries, with lraq and Afghanistan representing the
second and third largest groups respectively (AIDA, 2018)
Legally, most Syrians have Temporary Protection Status,
which they may hold for an unspecified length of time
and which comes with access to services (health, educa-
tion, and the limited ability to obtain a work permit), but
no access to citizenship or political rights. Non-Syrian asy-
lum seekers have Conditional Refugee Status in Turkey
(unless they are Europeans), which is similarly limited
in terms of rights. Both groups lack freedom of move-
ment between cities. All non-European asylum seekers
in Turkey are excluded from becoming refugees because
Turkey retains a geographic reservation to the United
Nations 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees and
its 1967 protocol, restricting the definition of “refugee”
to those forced to leave Europe. Forced migrants may be
considered to be in limbo in Turkey because they lack any
guarantee that they may remain.
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Due to their large numbers, Syrians are often
the focus of policy objectives and media treatment.
Increasingly, the political discourse is turning to the need
for Syrians to return to Syria as soon as possible, which
worsens their sense of instability. This group has often
been described by policy makers as “guests” or “religious
brothers,” and culture is not seen as a significant integra-
tion issue in Turkey on either national or municipal levels.
In addition to a shared religion (Sunni Islam), Syrians and
Turks have a shared history dating back to the Ottoman
Empire (Chatty, 2017; Kaya, 2016). In Istanbul, integra-
tion is not designed around ideas of cultural adjustment
and change, but rather focuses on functional integra-
tion issues, such as education and labour market access
(Coskun & Yilmaz Ucar, 2018; Erdogan, 2017). In contrast
to the discourse of religious brotherhood promulgated
by leaders, newspapers and social media are increasingly
taking a more negative view of Syrian migrants as a strain
on Turkey’s economy or involved in crime (Efe, 2018).
Nevertheless, even in these reports, culture is usually not
seen as an important factor for Syrians’ non-belonging.
Thus, not surprisingly, culture is not a focus of integra-
tion programming in Turkey or Istanbul.

According to the online database Statistics Austria, in
Austria, 208,000 persons filed an asylum application be-
tween 2011 and 2016. The most important countries of
origin of these forced migrants are Afghanistan (52,600
persons, 25% of asylum applicants) and Syria (44,400 per-
sons, 21% of asylum applicants). Forced migrants have
different levels of legal statuses with varying rights and
obligations: Asylum applicants receive basic welfare sup-
port including health care. They have de facto no ac-
cess to the labour market except for apprenticeships and
charitable work and are required to live in the federal
province where they receive basic welfare support. Once
a positive decision on the asylum application has been
made, beneficiaries of asylum or subsidiary protection
may access the labour market and can choose where
they want to reside. However, an element of uncertainty
has been implemented in 2016 as even decisions on asy-
lum can be revisited after three years. For persons with
the title “subsidiary protection” this time span is even
shorter (one year). Otherwise they are also allowed to
work and to choose their place of residence. None of
these statuses include direct access to citizenship or po-
litical rights and all of them include a limbo component—
from very strong in the case of asylum seekers to weaker
in the case of beneficiaries.

Immigrant integration has become a highly debated
topic in Austria over the past few decades. At the na-
tional level, civic integration policies were particularly
pushed during the early 2010s, obliging certain third
country nationals and beneficiaries of international pro-
tection to take part in language and citizenship courses.
A meritocratic paradigm (Gruber, Mattes, & Stadlmair,
2016) followed the logic whereby integration is consid-
ered an end-result of individual efforts. Asylum seekers,
however, generally remain excluded from national inte-

gration policies. In this context, the dominant public nar-
rative problematizes integration as something that im-
migrants lack (Permoser & Rosenberger, 2012). Tellingly,
the frame “unwillingness to integrate,” once a rhetorical
device of right wing populists, has moved to the political
centre in recent years (Wodak, 2015). Furthermore, the
arrival of people from Syria and Afghanistan in particular
since 2015, has spurred public debates on culture and in-
tegration. Especially conservative and right wing political
actors discussed values and religion, in particular Islam as
major markers of difference. In this regard, Mattes (2017)
points out how the category of “Muslim” is a racialized
one in Austrian integration discourses in the sense that
it is used to produce in- and outsider groups specifying
the “truly” European population (Mattes, 2017, p. 101).

3.2. City Level: Population Structure and Integration
Paradigms in Istanbul and Vienna

Istanbul and Vienna can both be called immigration
cities, and each is also home to the highest numbers
of forced migrants in their countries. Istanbul is the city
with the highest foreign national population in Turkey
and has the highest rate of immigration (166,044 people
arriving in 2017; TurkStat, 2018). In Istanbul, most forced
migrants are Syrians (558,437 total); they constitute 3.7%
of the city’s total population (Directorate General of
Migration Management, 2019). Vienna is a destination
for internal as well as international migrants. According
to Statistics Austria, 40% of Vienna’s population were
born in another country and/or held a foreign citizenship
at the beginning of 2018. Among these migrants, 40%
come from EU/EFTA countries and 60% from third coun-
tries. Around the year 2015, Vienna also received forced
migrants, most notably from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq
(40,998 total); they make up 2.2% of the city’s total pop-
ulation. Despite representing a small percentage of the
total population, these migrants receive outsized atten-
tion in the mainstream media in both countries making
it essential to understand more about their feelings of
belonging and how to strengthen social cohesion.

There is no coordinated integration policy either
on national or local levels in Turkey. Officially, munici-
palities are barred from serving non-citizens (Erdogan,
2017). However, some Istanbul municipalities, such as
the Sultanbeyli and Sisli Municipalities, have taken leads
in fostering integration by setting up affiliated associa-
tions. They are providing or supporting the provision of
vocational training and job placement services, health-
care, psychological services, and social and economic aid
(Coskun & Yilmaz Ugar, 2018).

Austria for a long time lacked a comprehensive na-
tional integration policy. However, Vienna has a long
history of making integration policy, and started more
than two decades earlier than the national level. As
early as 2015, the city implemented a program called
“Integration from Day 1,” which provides integration
measures for asylum seekers and refugees. It also has
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a stand-alone Municipal Department for Integration and
Diversity (MA 17) that has defined its own integration
concept for Vienna, which is rather inclusive in nature,
contrary to the agenda of the federal level. Furthermore,
the City of Vienna offers non-mandatory workshops on a
large number of relevant issues, such as education, em-
ployment, housing, and even conviviality.

4. Data and Methodology

In order to analyse perceptions of belonging among
persons with precarious legal statuses in Istanbul
and Vienna, we draw on fieldwork carried out un-
der the HORIZON 2020 project “RESPOND—Multilevel
Governance of Mass Migration in Europe and beyond.”
We conducted a total of 40 semi-structured interviews
in Istanbul and 12 interviews in Vienna. The central sam-
pling criterion was to include persons who had arrived
within the last seven years, whose presence was tied to
humanitarian or asylum related provisions, and who had
thus experienced some form of legal limbo in their re-
cent past. Both Istanbul and Vienna samples included
approximately equal numbers of men and women over
18 years of age. In Istanbul, all except two interviewees
had temporary protection status (one had a residence
permit and one had no legal papers). In Vienna, seven
persons were beneficiaries of asylum, four were asylum
seekers and one had received subsidiary protection. Our
sample includes variation with regards to the ethnicity
and socio-economic background of migrants but can be
considered homogenous with regards to religious back-
ground (Muslim) and experience of legal limbo. Both
cases included Syrian citizens, representing an important
group within migratory dynamics from the Middle East
during the 2010s. While in Istanbul the majority of our in-
terlocutors came from Syria, one person was Palestinian,
and one was Circassian. The Viennese sample included
six Syrians, five persons from Afghanistan and one per-
son from Iran.

The difference in the size of samples resulted from
the different sizes of the research teams as well as lim-
ited resources. While the 40 interviews in Istanbul can
be considered at the upper end of qualitative sample
sizes, the 12 interviews in Vienna are located at the bot-
tom. Yet, in line with Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006),
who contend that on the average, 12 interviews of a ho-
mogenous group are sufficient to reach a knowledge sat-
uration, we assume the Viennese sample to be within
an acceptable scope size-wise. Limitations however arise
out of the fact that all Syrians in Vienna were beneficia-
ries of asylum, while only one Afghan carried a protec-
tion title. Likewise, this sample displays a greater vari-
ation with regard to socio-economic backgrounds than
the Istanbul sample.

The interviews in Istanbul were conducted between
July and September 2018 and in Vienna between August
2018 and January 2019. The recruiting process of in-
terlocutors in both cities benefitted from existing con-

tacts among civil society actors and NGO members ac-
tive in the field of refugee reception and integration. In
Istanbul, the assistance of an Arabic-speaking research
assistant was also essential for securing migrants’ partic-
ipation. We established our first contacts via these gate-
keepers and later combined this approach with snow-
balling. Typically, interview situations were preceded by
written conversations, or small talk often including inter-
mediary persons. These aspects contributed to establish-
ing a trusting relationship and thus added to the validity
of data.

The interview guide covered: (1) general questions
about the person, (2) their current everyday life in
Turkey/Austria, including questions of housing, employ-
ment and educational activities, (3) their life in the coun-
try of origin, (4) the migration journey, (5) their asy-
lum procedure and status, and (6) their current mental
and physical health conditions. The conversations var-
ied in length between approximately one to one and a
half hours. All participants were provided oral and writ-
ten information about the aim of the study, confidential-
ity and voluntary participation. The conversations were
recorded, anonymized and transcribed.

In Istanbul, interviews were conducted in Arabic with
a native Arabic-speaking research assistant and an au-
thor of this study. Interviews were later transcribed and
translated into English. In Vienna, most interviews were
led in German by the researchers themselves, due the
fact that the participants’ language skills were sufficient
to make sense of our questions and provide meaning-
ful answers. In one instance, the interview was led by a
native speaker of Dari, who had received a thorough in-
troduction by the project leader on methodical and eth-
ical approaches. In many German language interviews
however, we had to deal with grammatical errors during
the transcription. In order to render the material acces-
sible to researchers other than those involved in the in-
terviews, we changed the grammatical structure of sen-
tences where necessary and only to the degree that it did
not alter the meaning of a statement. In case of doubt
about the meaning, we refrained from editing.

Once the conversations were transcribed, we con-
ducted a software-supported content analysis of the
interview material. This method allows for a system-
atic analysis of verbal communication and is apt for a
contextualized reconstruction of personal perceptions
(Krippendorf, 2004). First, we looked at the manifest,
descriptive dimension of the material, relating to con-
densed meaning units that we captured in specific codes.
We combined this approach with a hermeneutic explo-
ration of the latent, interpretive dimension of the mate-
rial by reading and analysing longer text passages, which
include latent patterns representative of four dimen-
sions of belonging. Namely, we examined belonging in
terms of identification and feelings of attachment charac-
terized as “naturalness,” “safety,” “home” and “comfort.”
This deductive approach was apt as the categories have
already been deployed in existing empirical research
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(Simonsen, 2017, p. 22), offering both teams a standard-
ized template for analysis. Four dichotomies were thus
used in order to capture perceptions of belonging or non-
belonging: naturalness—distinctiveness, safety—threat,
home—alienation, and comfort—discomfort. In order to
examine the role of opportunity structures and public po-
litical discourses, latent patterns thereof were traced in
relation to discussions of:
¢ Social encounters: e.g., “when | met them...” “peo-
ple here...” “Austrians/Turks are...”
¢ (Non-)participation in institutional or organiza-
tional settings: e.g., problems and chances regard-
ing the labour market, language courses, educa-
tion, and social benefits. Here, we paid particular
attention to elements that are specifically related
to interviewees’ circumstances of living in the two
cities.
e Public political discourse: e.g., “the media re-
ports that...” “they think we are...” “politicians say
that...”

”u

5. Findings: Striving towards a Tenuous Normalness
within Cities and amidst Religious Debates

Among our interlocutors in both cities, the topic of being
in legal limbo was unsurprisingly a highly relevant issue.
It was discussed in a variety of contexts and typically car-
ried attributions of fear and uncertainty. Two reoccurring
themes were the inability to establish solid expectations
about the future as well as the feeling of being a partial
member of society who cannot decide about his/her own
destiny (although the latter appeared to be more pro-
nounced in the case of Vienna). On an emotional level,
this oftentimes implied a constant state of worrying or a
sense of lethargy.

For example, a 26-year-old female migrant with
Temporary Protection Status in Istanbul, related:

| am afraid about tomorrow, not from the far future,
but about tomorrow | am afraid. | am living an un-
known destiny. You don’t know if you will stay here
or travel to a European country or go back to Syria.
Most of the Syrian people who are living here have an
unknown destiny.

Similarly, a 26-year-old male asylum seeker in Vienna, ex-
plained:

What is our future here: We cannot decide that our-
selves, the others decide about our future. That’s bad,
if you can’t do something for yourself, then there are
big problems. But yes, life is like that, like the Austrians
say “let’ s wait and see.”

Thus, what role does the city and public political dis-
course play in this context?

5.1. Belonging Mediated through Organizational
Boundaries: Opportunity Structures at the City Level

Against the background of partial exclusion at the na-
tional level, our interviewees positively associated both
Istanbul and Vienna with classical features of large cities
in general: increased labour market opportunities, ethnic
networks due to pronounced socio-cultural diversity and
anonymity. Particularly in Istanbul, people expressed a
sense of local embeddedness, with some explicitly re-
lating their belonging to the city’s indirect opportunity
structures. This feeling was largely linked to their ability
to survive and thrive through finding employment and
as a consequence learning the language, meeting peo-
ple and enjoying their neighbourhood. For instance, a
34-year-old woman with Temporary Protection Status in
Istanbul related that she felt happy because she is run-
ning her own childcare centre:

When | started working, the situation became better
somehow. But still the work situation is not stable.
There is no work permit and we have low salaries. This
is the only difficult thing. Other than that, the society
is so good, and there are a lot of places for children to
play, so we are happy here.

There is a clear disconnect between her sense of being
integrated and comfortable on the one hand, but also
unstable with regard to the lack of legal certainty on the
other. Whereas economic conditions in Istanbul render
irregular employment a viable, although precarious, op-
tion to engage in social and economic life, this is no real
alternative within the highly regulated Austrian labour
market. Here, the welfare state provides minimum living
standards, but strongly restricts and controls labour mar-
ket participation. What remains for migrants in Vienna
are direct opportunity structures. One could hardly as-
sume that asylum seekers are able to relate them to
city policies and thus thematise them explicitly as such.
However, given the fact that they can make a substan-
tive difference in everyday life, we looked deeper into
the ways in which our interviewees thematised activities,
which we knew or could assume were provided or sup-
ported by the city administration.

Here, we found that minor employment, language
courses and vocational basic education courses may be
the only meaningful structure in the everyday lives of
asylum seekers, which is otherwise characterized by end-
less waiting, sleeping or watching internet videos. These
activities are often the first articulated in response to
what one currently does in his/her everyday life—simply
because there are barely any other occupations consti-
tuting some kind of social life. The normalness and nat-
uralness expressed in relation to these activities is only
made possible through inclusionary city level policies,
which, on a daily basis, compensate for an otherwise
lonesome life in reception facilities. Educational courses
and minor formal work opportunities were often ad-
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dressed as venues for establishing networks, gathering
systemic knowledge about “how things work in Austria,”
or simply being busy. Thus, they display an intrinsic so-
cial value.

However, what appears to be equally important is
the instrumental character of these activities. They do
not only offer moments of comfort or safety but are
also experienced as efforts towards what is perceived
as necessary for integrating and what is oftentimes at-
tached to hopes of improving one’s prospect of stay. In
some instances, interlocutors described the discrepancy
between their efforts to integrate on the hand and immi-
gration authorities’ reluctance to recognize these efforts
when making decisions on their status on the other hand.
Thus, city-level opportunity structures, while creating a
sense of normality among persons in a legal limbo, also
reinforced awareness of a growing dilemma between
their individual efforts to become part of society and the
national policy logics of granting statuses:

Integration is a little bit like...I got a negative deci-
sion for my asylum application. In the first interview,
I had 15 letters of recommendation from other peo-
ple. “Yes, we know this person. He is a good per-
son and we hope that he can stay here.” But with
the BFA [Immigration Office], it didn’t matter at all.
Integration, ok, voluntary work, | already learned the
language, | got to know so many people in Austria. Or
school and so on....But if all these things are not inte-
gration, what does integration mean? (Male asylum
seeker, 18 years old)

In the case of Istanbul, target group specific integra-
tion structures at the city level played a minor role.
Clearly, a reason for this might be the lack of system-
atic offerings throughout the city and the fact that mean-
ingful services are provided by many different groups.
Integration-related activities are only sometimes associ-
ated with municipalities. Furthermore, there is no imme-
diate prospect of receiving a different status, similar to
beneficiaries of asylum in Austria. As a consequence, the
perceptions of our interviewees in Istanbul reflect a rel-
atively minor pressure to adopt particular skills (like lan-
guage ability) or attributes (like cultural practices) to be-
come integrated.

In contrast, we found that explicit perceptions of the
city as an imagined urban community of relevance to
our interlocutor’s situation were more pronounced in
Istanbul than in Vienna. This relates to perceptions of
the city or to Viennese/Istanbul people as different from
Austria/Turkey and Austrian/Turkish people. Although
not a dominant aspect, some interviewees experienced
Istanbul as an Islamic and Ottoman cultural centre within
Turkey. They were familiar with it even before the war
through tourist advertisements and Turkish television
shows based in Istanbul. One 40-year-old woman with
Temporary Protection Status explained:

In the past when | was in Aleppo and walking between
the shops, | always saw many tourist shops with a lot
of advertisements about Istanbul, saying that Istanbul
is heaven on earth. | was always thinking: “When can
| go there?” And saying to myself “Allah is Generous,
maybe one day | will go there.” So | decided to go
to Istanbul. But | didn’t think that | would come as
a refugee.

In Vienna, there were no explicit notions of attachment
to the specific urban locality deriving from established
ideas of what the city stands for in relation to immigrant
opportunities and in opposition to the national level.

5.2. Belonging Mediated through Conceptual
Boundaries: Discourses on Integration and Culture

In both cases, our interlocutors were strikingly affirma-
tive of dominant national public political discourses on
culture and integration. In Istanbul, this means that
our interviewees explicitly addressed historical cultural-
religious ties, whereas in Vienna this involved implicit
compliance with dominant discourses by deemphasizing
Muslim identity and addressing claims of individual ef-
forts to integrate within a meritocratic system. Across all
interviews, cultural debates were mainly perceived as de-
bates on religion and ethnicity. In Istanbul, such debates
were largely a mediator of comfort and naturalness; in
Austria, they were a source of discomfort and alienation.

As discussed, dominant political discourses in Turkey
posit a cultural and religious connection between Turks
and Syrians. Some of our interviewees claimed to feel at
home in Turkey’s religious milieu and due to a shared
Ottoman past. For example, a 52-year old man with
Temporary Protection Status related:

We chose Istanbul because it is the biggest city which
has Islamic rituals. It was the capital city of Islamic
countries, so it still has an Islamic spiritual side, and it
is part of our spiritual identity....Because it was ruled
by the Ottomans, it gives you an Islamic and oriental
spirit more than other cities.

He went on to praise Turkish president Erdogan, who
he argued “is working on our behalf” He compared
President Erdogan to an historical Muslim military leader,
Salah Al Din, who unified Syria, Egypt and Mesopotamia.

In contrast to such statements, interviewees in
Vienna expressed a sense of alienation, given the fact
that the category of “Muslim” is often politically used as
a marker of difference and even more of deviance. This
perceived symbolic rejection from national level politics
is reflected in an asylum seeker’s discussion of the mean-
ing of integration:

The Islamic people, if they give away their Islamic reli-
gion, then they are well integrated. If they give noth-
ing away, then they are not well integrated. Why is
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that so? Because the politicians and so on, they want
to take away the religion of [people from] Islamic
countries and so on, and then they say: “You can just
integrate.” (Male asylum seeker, 26 years old)

Such a position however did not necessarily imply an af-
firmation of one’s own religious identity. In fact, through-
out our interviews, statements on religion were often fol-
lowed by comments relativizing its role in our interlocu-
tor’s lives. This became particularly evident during the in-
troduction part of the interview, where the question of
one’s religion was only one of many short-answer bullet
points, but interlocutors frequently further elaborated,
as in this example:

Religion, | don’t know, my mother and father are
Muslims, but | can’t necessarily say I'm a Muslim....So
| don’t know, religion is not so important for me.
(Female beneficiary of asylum, 31 years old)

This is also interesting against the background of some
interviewees’ statements about their appreciation of a
liberal society and the freedom from intrusive religious
rules that they experience.

Rather, Viennese interviewees expressed anger
about national authorities who seemingly cared more
about what one is in terms of his/her religion than about
what one is doing in terms of integration efforts. They
perceived politicians as promoters of a negative dis-
course on migrants, arguably creating stereotypes and
setting them in a criminal context. In some instances, this
was contrasted with real life encounters with people “on
the street” who were argued to be different, namely wel-
coming. In other instances, our interlocutors described
how a negative discourse was mediatized and adopted
by “normal” people. They would thus receive weird looks
on the street or experience racism.

In the case of Istanbul, we also found statements
both contrasting with and also affirming national level
political discourses with social encounters. Some inter-
locutors juxtaposed the acceptance they felt from the
president and other political leaders to the rejection they
experienced among some Turkish neighbours who they
think have gotten inaccurate and negative information
about Syrians from news sources. A 46-year-old woman
with Temporary Protection Status explained:

There are some conditions where the Turkish peo-
ple are not good, but it is normal, generally they are
good...They have the right to be afraid of us. They
hear the news and feel afraid of us. They are good in
general thanks to President Erdogan. My only dream
is to meet him.

Interviewees in Istanbul often asserted belonging by
latching onto the public political discourse of shared his-
tory and religiosity, which some specifically linked to
President Erdogan’s influence, and they contrasted this

with negative media reports that they felt are increas-
ing tensions with neighbours. Although people described
some religious discrimination, for example due to their
style of wearing a headscarf, many interlocutors claimed
to have positive interactions due to their being Muslim.
A common example given is that migrants are appreci-
ated by neighbours for being able to recite the Qur’an
with correct pronunciation. Thus, amidst some discrim-
ination and negative treatment from neighbours, the
public political discourse on religion and neighbours’ ap-
preciation for their religiosity fosters a tenuous sense
of belonging.

6. Conclusion

This article explored experiences of (non-)belonging
among forced migrants in a similar legal limbo, address-
ing the role of cities and public political discourses. The
two cities we study, it seems, are able to create a minor
sense of belonging, which is mainly articulated in terms
of social normalness within a period of life otherwise con-
sidered anomalous or exceptional. However, this sense
of belonging is at best implicitly felt on a day-to-day ba-
sis and cannot compensate for the long-term fear and
lethargy produced by legal limbo. In Vienna, the capital
of a classical destination country, where forced migrants
have a chance of receiving a stable legal status as ben-
eficiaries of international protection, city level opportu-
nity structures are perceived as a basis for personal ef-
forts of putting down roots and thus showing that one
is integrating. In Istanbul, which may be both a transit or
destination city, indirect opportunity structures and the
imagination of the city’s historical and cultural qualities
are the key features conferring belonging.

However, our research also shows that these medi-
ators of belonging remain inevitably tied to a person’s
legal status. Statuses attributed from the state level are
the core point of reference when it comes to both peo-
ple’s practical life planning, but also to their engagement
in opportunity structures at the city level. Discussions of
engagement in both socio-economic opportunity struc-
tures and politically created target group specific inte-
gration structures are deeply related to notions of what
one cannot do given his/her status or what one could
potentially do with a stable status. The case of Vienna
demonstrates how integration opportunities are some-
times seized upon in an instrumental manner. This leads
to a growing dilemma for individuals who fully com-
ply with a dominant national integration paradigm, but
whose longstanding efforts remain disregarded by na-
tional immigration authorities.

The importance of the second dimension, namely na-
tional political discourses on integration and culture can-
not be overlooked. The cases selected offered the op-
portunity to compare experiences of belonging among
forced migrants with Muslim background in two differ-
ent national settings with differing political discourses:
one underscoring the shared cultural heritage of Islam,
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the other highly sceptical of Islam. In both cases, forced
migrants engage in discourses similar to those dominant
in the public sphere: in Istanbul about their similarity
to Turks’ religion and culture and in Vienna about the
importance of individual integration efforts to become
more “Austrian.” Clearly, this article cannot provide a
guantitative account of the determinates according to
which more or less religious migrants chose one place of
destination over another. Considering pre-existing ideas
about the city of Istanbul, it is of course possible that
some migrants to Turkey have positive associations with
the notion of living in a pre-dominantly Muslim society
before migration. Likewise, such findings have to be con-
sidered against the background of a social desirability
bias inherent to qualitative research. Yet, regardless of
whether religious identity is affirmed or downplayed, it
is striking to see the sensibility of interlocutors in both
Vienna and Istanbul concerning the role of Islam for pub-
lic notions of “us” and “them.” In the case of Austria, per-
ceptions typically appeared to be racialized in content,
just as literature suggest, yet they could also be seen
as an independent marker of difference. In Istanbul, the
framing of Syrians as “religious brothers” forms a basis
for superseding the perception of ethnic differences be-
tween Turks and Arabs.

Our research shows that legal limbo remains a seri-
ous issue as this topic was repeatedly raised by intervie-
wees who feel frustrated, sad and indeed, often hope-
less as a result of it. This article has tried to offer new
perspectives on the role of cities and national discourses
for fostering identification and attachment. We argue
that understanding belonging requires a differentiated
picture. Future research must further examine the role
of such soft mediators of belonging, without romanticiz-
ing them nor overlooking long-term issues in relation to
legal limbo.
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