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Abstract
In the context of increasing social mobility, extensive global migration flows and the growing importance of understanding
the diverse circumstances of urban life, ideas of a homogeneous, and stable social mainstream are decreasingly in line
with social reality. Post‐migrant studies understand migration as not only a force that shapes society but also as a factor in
place‐making. This article aims to discuss a different integration paradigm, focusing on the spatial integration dimension
from the perspective of the refugees and their experiences of everyday practices. It aims to reflect on the role of the artic‐
ulation between these practices with local actors that can intermediate and influence the quality of life of the incomers,
either positively or negatively. The main research question we address is: Can spatial transformation in the public space
foster the integration of and a feeling of belonging by refugees through collaborative processes? This analysis is devel‐
oped through a critical reflection on the role of institutional actors as potential mediators between everyday practices
and long‐term solutions and, at the same time, as reproducers of hegemonic power relations. The proposed debate is
based on collaborative teaching and research activities conducted in 2021 and 2022 in Berlin, Germany, and Irbid, Jordan,
involving different groups of actors—researchers, students, and local and national institutions, as well as refugees and
local residents.
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1. Introduction

Every society is directly or indirectly shaped by migration.
Rather than understanding it as an issue to be solved or
as the outcome of failures, post‐migrant studies propose
taking migration as the starting point of all societal analy‐
sis (Foroutan, 2015, 2018;Weiss et al., 2019;Wiest, 2020).
According to Foroutan (2018, p. 15), the post‐migrant
paradigmacknowledges thatmigration “touches all areas
of social life, it also opens up the perspective of look‐
ing beyond the migration moment and focusing on social
transformation in relation to negotiations that accom‐
pany this empirical, narrative and discursive act.’’

In the last number of decades, migration and seek‐
ing refuge have become an unprecedented phenomenon
that impacts urban life. According to Betts and Kainz

(2017), from 1970 to 2017 the number of migrants
around the world increased from 82 million to 244 mil‐
lion people, a number that represents 3% of the global
population. Although migration processes are “as old as
human history” (Castles, 2003, p. 17), they need to be
understood and analysed in the contemporary context
as both the cause and the effect of major societal trans‐
formation in the host cities. Post‐colonial theories have
expanded the temporality of the notion of migration and
its understanding as a multiplicity of movements that go
beyondmoving fromhere to there. This viewalso impacts
the notion of belonging and the integration of the incom‐
ers into the host communities (Mains et al., 2013).

Although there is no internationally accepted legal
definition of the term “migrant,” according to the
International Organization for Migration (2019, p. 32), a
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migrant is “a person who moves away from his or her
place of usual residence, whether within a country or
across an international border, temporarily or perma‐
nently, and for a variety of reasons.” Among this group,
there are those who are forced to leave their coun‐
tries as a result of fear due to persecution related to
race, religion, nationality, or political views. These peo‐
ple are considered refugees (International Organization
for Migration, 2019). Refugee is also a legal status that
is understood through the 1951 Geneva Convention
(International Organization for Migration, 2019). Those
who have already fled their place of residence but have
not yet been granted refugee status are considered to be
asylum seekers. In this article, we will focus on the group
of refugees and asylum seekers, often considered to be
the most vulnerable of migrants. Language and cultural
barriers, as well as a lack of social connections in their
place of arrival, have a great impact on their process of
social and economic integration (Aksoy et al., 2020).

Post‐migrant studies advocate for acknowledging
refugee migration not as the exception, but rather as
a constitutive part of cities worldwide and, therefore,
refugees themselves should be included as part of policy
making and urban development (Wiest, 2020). Despite
this, refugee policies are often described from the sol‐
idarity point of view, which, on the one hand, implies
a sense of superiority of those who provide the help
needed and, on the other hand, hides the responsibility
of the Global North countries in the global dynamics that
generate the violence and poverty fromwhichmillions of
people flee (Agier, 2011; Bauder, 2021). This perspective
reinforces hegemonic power relations and social control
by operating through institutional mechanisms of sym‐
bolic domination (Bourdieu, 1986; Foucault, 1988).

Integration has long been considered one of themost
important aspects of policies related to refugees and
migrants (Ager & Strang, 2008; Bach et al., 2017; Gluns,
2018). Despite this, approaches towards integration vary
and the concept is often understood as an individual task
and is basedon a viewof assimilation; in otherwords, the
individual—or family—that migrates needs to integrate
into the existing structure of the host community (Dalal
et al., 2018, 2021; Weiss et al., 2019). Access to employ‐
ment, housing, education, and health are considered to
be the main factors for successful integration (Ager &
Strang, 2008; Bach et al., 2017; Gluns, 2018; Senate of
Berlin, 2018). Other aspects, such as social linkages, cul‐
tural experience, and a feeling of safety and belonging
are usually either disregarded or placed as secondary
goals. Belonging can be understood to be a form of social
capital (Bourdieu, 1986) since it reflects social networks
of support and an increased sense of identity and recog‐
nition by the other—here represented by the host com‐
munity. Therefore, belonging and integration operate in
the dimension of uneven power structures (Bourdieu,
1986; Foucault, 1988).

From this debate, we aim to discuss a different inte‐
gration paradigm, focusing on the spatial integration

dimension from the perspective of the refugees’ expe‐
rience of their everyday practices. It aims to reflect on
the role of the articulation between these practices with
local actors that can intermediate and influence, either
positively or negatively, the quality of life of the incom‐
ers. The main research question we address is: Can spa‐
tial transformation in the public space foster the integra‐
tion of and a feeling of belonging by refugees through col‐
laborative processes? This analysis is developed through
a critical reflection on the role of institutional actors
as potential mediators between everyday practices and
long‐term solutions, and at the same time as repro‐
ducers of hegemonic power relations (Bourdieu, 1986;
Foucault, 1988).

The article focuses on two experiences of collabora‐
tive research with refugees in the cities of Irbid, Jordan,
and Berlin, Germany. In the next section, the article
addresses the theoretical debate around integration and
belonging from a spatial and post‐migrant perspective.
Thereafter, in Section 3, we describe our case studies and
main methods. Section 4 looks at collaborative research
as a post‐migrant method and Section 5 is dedicated to
discussing the articulation between everyday practices
and institutional actors, focusing on a critical reflection
on existing power relations.

2. A Post‐Migrant Approach to Spatial Belonging
and Integration

Space can only be understood through social practices,
and at the same time all social practices take place in
and conform to a certain space (Harvey, 2012; Lefebvre,
1992; Soja, 1985). “To be alive is to participate in the
social production of space, to shape and be shaped by a
constantly evolving spatiality which constitutes and con‐
cretizes social action and relationship” (Soja, 1985, p. 90).
Spatiality therefore has a crucial role in the social integra‐
tion and processes of belonging that both affect and are
affected by refugees. The dialectic process of space as
being formed by social life and at the same time as being
contingent to social life (Lefebvre, 1992; Soja, 1985) is
crucial for a post‐migrant understanding of the spatial
integration of refugees in the host communities. Spatial
transformation can be both a tool for the social reproduc‐
tion of existing hegemonic power structures (Bourdieu,
1986; Foucault, 1988) aswell as for the processes of resis‐
tance and challenge.

The right to the city, as initially conceptualised by
Lefebvre (1968) and further developed and reflected on
by many other authors (e.g., de Souza, 2012; Harvey,
2012; Marcuse, 2009), advocates for the right to actively
participate in the production of the city. It emphasises
the role of urban spaces in enabling individuals and
groups to exercise their agency, access resources, and
ultimately build their identities, or their role in prevent‐
ing the same. In refugee studies, identity formation and
its relation to space and spatial practices have become a
central dimension (Brun, 2001).
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Brun (2001), however, highlights the fact that relat‐
ing identity to certain places is often understood from
the perspective of homogenous and static cultural enti‐
ties related to the idea of nation‐state‐based belonging.
This view has a close connection to integration policies
developed for refugees. The idea that displaced people
are those who are temporarily located in one place but
have a feeling of belonging and identity connected to
another place can lead to the conclusion that they can
“never belong to a territory where they are refugees, and
therefore, the only solution would be either to end their
refugee status by integration or relocation, or by repa‐
triation, either forced or voluntary” (Brun, 2001, p. 18).
Integration from this perspective means an assimilation
process where the refugees would “neglect their ‘old
identity,’ and absorb the culture and habits of the new
place” (Brun, 2001, p. 18) and places the responsibility
for integrating exclusively on the incomers. This not only
considers not integrating as an individual failure but also
transforms the concept of integration into one of exclu‐
sion that paradoxically acts as an obstacle to integration
(Dalal et al., 2018; Foroutan, 2015). Brun (2001, p. 15)
advocates for:

An alternative understanding of space and place, that
separates identity from place to show that though
refugees have to move from their places of origin,
they do not lose their identity and ability to exer‐
cise power. This approach suggests that space is con‐
structed from themultiplicity of social relations across
all spatial scales.

Integration and belonging are therefore not static and
cannot be permanently achieved. They are constantly
being built and rebuilt through everyday practices and
social networks developed in certain spaces and spatiali‐
ties. In this sense, the experiences of belonging and iden‐
tity are often connected to intercultural encounters in
the public space (Weidinger et al., 2021). These views
contradict the idea of refugees as a homogenous group
of people who are purely victims and emphasise their
active roles as actors of space and social transformation
in the host communities.

Aligned with this debate, post‐migrant studies seek
to focus on the voices of the groups usually excluded
from hegemonic discourses by critically approaching the
power structures that built the historical narratives. They
intend to shift these groups from objects of study and
place them at the centre of the production of knowl‐
edge about the contemporary world (Bock &Macdonald,
2019; Foroutan, 2018; Weiss et al., 2019; Wiest, 2020).
The post‐migrant approach seeks to search for identities
and narratives that are no longer predominantly defined
through ethnicity or nationality “but rather by attitudes
and ideologies towards migration, plurality, heterogene‐
ity and diversity” (Bock & Macdonald, 2019, p. 144).

Critically reflecting on and approaching the concept
of integration is crucial to consider the plurality of

post‐migrant societies as potential for the development
of new forms of living together. Integration should be
perceived as a complex process of mutual accommo‐
dation and negotiation, both of the incomers and the
host society (Ager & Strang, 2008; Brun, 2001; Foroutan,
2018; Weiss et al., 2019).

Several authors have elaborated on key factors that
shape the integration of refugees, ranging from eco‐
nomic to social factors (Ager & Strang, 2008; Aksoy et al.,
2020). However, the significance of space in those pro‐
cesses is often overlooked, especially when consider‐
ing public policies regarding the integration of refugees.
Despite this, Weidinger et al. (2021) highlight the rel‐
evance of the spatial dimension, as well as the mobil‐
ity and immobility of refugees, in the establishment of
belonging as well as social inclusion and exclusion.

Spatiality in connection with identity and the belong‐
ing processes of refugees in host communities cannot
be understood without considering the debate about
power dimensions. For Foucault (1988), power should
not be understood exclusively as a tool of domination
and control, but could also be seen as a productive force.
According to Foucault (1988), power relations exist at
multiple levels and operate through a set of networks
and social interactions between individuals, groups, and
institutions. Similar to the theories of social capital devel‐
oped by Bourdieu (1986), this view emphasises that
power relations are dependent on articulation between
individuals and key actors or institutions that can bring
certain benefits. In this sense, power is relational and dis‐
persed as well as inseparably linked to the local context.

In this section, we have intended to explore a differ‐
ent paradigm of integration and belonging, a paradigm
that is connected to spatiality and everyday practices and
that acknowledges the complex tale of power networks
that operate both to favour and to prevent the integra‐
tion of refugees into host communities. From this per‐
spective, the process of how to learn from the refugees
about their spaces and practices is as important as the
data gathered. In the next section, we will describe
our case studies and the methodological approach of
the fieldwork.

3. Collaborative Research With Refugees in Two
Different Contexts

The debate presented in this article is based on collab‐
orative research conducted with refugees living in two
different cities and contexts: Berlin, Germany, and Irbid,
Jordan. By using similar methods in different contexts,
we aimed to develop a possible comparative analysis
that could raise issues beyond the local context, but that
was still grounded in local specificities. The methods cho‐
sen place refugees at the centre of the research by invit‐
ing them to engage, participate, and actively shape their
spaces. “A participant oriented approach, thus, gives
thempower over howandwhich knowledge is produced”
(Weidinger et al., 2021, p. 2). It ismore than giving thema
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voice, however; it advocates for incorporating them into
key positions of decision‐making and spatial production.

3.1. First Case: Märkisches Viertel, Berlin

Berlin is praised as being a city of migrants (Senate
of Berlin, 2018) and Germany is the country with the
fourth‐largest number of refugees in the world, accord‐
ing to the UNHCR (2023). Currently, Berlin has a pop‐
ulation of 3,775 million (Senate of Berlin, 2018) and
in 2022 received 14,704 asylum seekers, according to
the state institution responsible for all refugee mat‐
ters: Landesamt für Flüchtlingsangelegenheiten (2023).
Between 2013 and 2022, the majority of the asylum
seekers that arrived in Berlin came from Syria and Egypt
(average 32%), followed by Afghanistan and Iraq (Federal
Office for Migration and Refugees, 2022). The asylum
seekers are distributed around the city and are placed
in different types of refugee accommodation depend‐
ing on several criteria established by the Landesamt
für Flüchtlingsangelegenheiten, and also determined by
the available space in the shelters since the mobility
of refugees from the shelter to the housing market
faces many challenges (Dalal et al., 2021; Steigemann &
Misselwitz, 2020).

Since 2015, the Landesamt für Flüchtlingsangele‐
genheiten has built several types of refugee accom‐
modation, from container‐type temporary structures to
durable modular buildings called Modulare Unterkunft
für Flüchtlinge (Dalal et al., 2021; Steigemann &
Misselwitz, 2020), scattered around the city. These differ‐
ent types of accommodation can host up to 450 families,
and, in many neighbourhoods, the arrival of this large
number of refugees has generated resistance from the
local residents (Wiedner et al., 2022).

For our research, we focused on the refugees living
in the neighbourhood of Märkisches Viertel, the largest
housing estate complex in the formerWest Berlin, which
was planned in the 1960s to be self‐sufficient. Themajor‐
ity of the flats in the area are still owned and man‐
aged by one of the biggest housing associations in the
city, Gesobau (Hess et al., 2018; Senate of Berlin, 2019).
The levels of social precarity, including child poverty and
lack of access to jobs, are higher than the average of
the rest of the city and the population is characterised
by its migrant profile. In Märkisches Viertel, 47% of the
residents have a migrant background, while the aver‐
age in Berlin is 32.5%. Around 45% of the residents
with a migrant background come from Muslim‐majority
countries (Senate of Berlin, 2019). A large part of the
non‐refugee migrant resident population has a Turkish
background and is related to the 1960s guest workmigra‐
tion (Bock & Macdonald, 2019; Hess et al., 2018).

In 2017 refugee accommodation was built in the
neighbourhood and currently accommodates 380 peo‐
ple, more than half of whom are under the age of 18.
The majority of the residents in this accommodation are
families from 22 different nationalities, a large number

of them from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq, according to
interviews with its managers. Our main partner during
this research was BENNMärkisches Viertel. BENN stands
for Berlin Entwickelt Neue Nachbarschaften (“Berlin
develops new neighbourhoods”) and is a programme
by the Senate Department for Urban Development and
Housing that aims to strengthen neighbourhoods where
refugees live by promoting integration between the
refugees and their neighbours. From the discussionswith
BENN, we developed a series of research activities in
2022 that aimed to experiment with different collabora‐
tive research tools to investigate the perceptions of inte‐
gration and liveability of the neighbourhood from the
perspective of the refugees.

3.2. Second Case: Assarih, Irbid, Jordan

The second case we will discuss is located in the city
of Irbid, the second‐biggest city in Jordan, with a pop‐
ulation of 1,770 million people (Jordanian Ministry of
Interior, 2023). The country has a history of being host
to several waves of refugee influxes, which extends to
recent years, most of them coming from Palestine and
Syria. Although there are several refugee camps built
in the country, around 80% of the more than 650,000
Syrian refugees living in the country are not living in
camps, but live instead amongst the host community.
Besides this, more than half a million other Syrians are
in Jordan as forced migrants without any official refugee
recognition (Jauhiainen & Vorobeva, 2023). Along with
growing economic challenges in Jordan, social tensions
between Jordanians and Syrians have increased; after a
few years of the presence of Syrians in Jordan, 95% of
Jordanians believed that Syrians might take their jobs
(Kelberer, 2017).

Muslims make up about 97.2% of Jordan’s popula‐
tion. A few of them are Shiites. Many Shia in Jordan
are refugees from Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq (Office of
International Religious Freedom, 2022). Official govern‐
ment figures estimate that Jordanian Christians make
up 4% of the population; in a country of almost 10 mil‐
lion, Christians are thought to number 250,000–400,000,
excluding the tens of thousands of Syrian and Iraqi
Christians in the country. The area of Husn, in the
south of Irbid, is predominantly Christian (Bureau of
Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, 2005).

Of Irbid’s population, 92% live in urban areas.
Moreover, as of 2015, the governorate hosted around
792,924 refugees, including Syrians, Palestinians, and
Iraqis (UN‐Habitat, 2022b). For this article, we focused
on a neighbourhood in the Assarih area, situated in the
eastern region of Irbid. The region attracts many Syrian
refugees due to its proximity toDara’a and to theAl Hasan
Industrial Estate. Around 30% of the residents of Assarih
are Syrian refugees (UN‐Habitat, 2022a). The discussion
that follows is based on workshops developed in coop‐
eration with Jordanian academic partners from Yarmouk
University, with contributions from UN‐Habitat Jordan.
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3.3. Integration in the Two Contexts

“Germany has been widely praised for its welcoming
culture while heavily criticized for failures of integra‐
tion” (Soederberg, 2018, p. 923). The construction of
the idea of a refugee crisis, related to the arrival of a
large number of refugees fleeing from the Syrian war in
2015 and 2016, focused on the failure of the individu‐
als who came to Germany to integrate and not on the
failure of the state to promote the conditions for them
to be integrated. This approach contributes to legitimis‐
ing authoritarian measures towards the incomers and to
delegitimising various forms of agency from the refugees
(Bock &Macdonald, 2019; Kallius et al., 2016; Karakayali,
2018). The programmeof integration of refugees focuses
on them acquiring the German language, entering the
labour market, and accessing health care following a
technocratic approach that often disregards the social
and cultural aspects of human life (Gluns, 2018).

In addition, the settlement policy regarding refugees
in Germany plays a role both in the integration of the
refugees and in the perception of the local residents
towards the new incomers (Aksoy et al., 2020). Germany
has a strict system of distribution of refugees among its
states using percentages that determine the share to be
received by each state based on its tax revenues and pop‐
ulation size (Aksoy et al., 2020). In Berlin, the refugees
are placed in state accommodation according to sev‐
eral criteria, such as level of integration, families or sin‐
gle travellers, and disabilities, among others (Landesamt
für Flüchtlingsangelegenheiten, 2023). These measures
result in a complete lack of power for the refugees to
decide where to live, which has a negative impact on
their process of integration. According to Aksoy et al.
(2020), the location where the refugees are first placed
influences their feeling of belonging and therefore their
integration practices.

The issue of spatial integration in the context of
Syrian refugees living in Jordan assumes a different char‐
acter than in the German case. Language, cultural, and
religious barriers are not the issue; in fact, there is a his‐
torical exchange between the two countries, as Irbid is
located only 40 km away from the Syrian border. Even so,
integration is perceived as a major issue for the Syrians
who have fled the war to live in Jordan, where only 18%
of the Syrian refugees are accommodated in refugee
camps (Hamad et al., 2017). Themajority of the refugees
are living in urban areas outside refugee camps and,
therefore, with limited support from the main agencies
present in the country, such as the UNHCR. According to
Hamad et al. (2017), over 75% of Syrian refugees are con‐
sidered by UNHCR to be highly shelter‐vulnerable.

The precarious conditions related to poverty, unem‐
ployment, and lack of food security of many refugees
in Jordan have been highly publicised, but there are
still some unexplored areas. According to Hamad et al.
(2017), the psychosocial and social vulnerabilities of the
refugees remain invisible to the support institutions and

researchers. The author emphasises the lack of knowl‐
edge about:

How needs and vulnerabilities are shifting over time
for the same households as their stay in Jordan is pro‐
longed, as the numbers of refugees peaked (follow‐
ing the closure of the border in 2016) and as the pol‐
icy, programming and funding landscape continues to
evolve. (Hamad et al., 2017, p. 34)

From our research, we discovered that, despite the
many differences in the systems in Berlin and Irbid, in
both cases, refugees facemany challenges to integration.
Those challenges go beyond having shelter or access to
the labour market and involve social practices that, as
described in Section 2, cannot be understood outside
the spatial dimension. Therefore, we aim to illustrate the
role of space in the process of refugee integration using
collaborative research activities developed in Berlin and
Irbid as the focus.

4. Collaborative Research as a Post‐Migrant Method

The use of collaborativemethods and tools was intended
to place refugees at the centre of the knowledge pro‐
duced (Foroutan, 2018; Weidinger et al., 2021; Weiss
et al., 2019) and to enter into dialogue about their view
of the spatial dimensions into which they are placed.
We conducted amixed‐method approach that combined
qualitative data collection methods like participatory
observation and interviews with collaborative design‐
and‐build activities.

Our process was divided into two moments of inter‐
action: (a) collaborative mapping and (b) collaborative
designing/building. The first moment involved a visualis‐
ing exercise with the refugees and other residents where
the general questions “How do you see your neighbour‐
hood?” and “Howwould you like your neighbourhood to
be?” were addressed. In order to do this, a set of mixed
methodswas used, of which themain oneswere (a) walk‐
ing interviews, (b) focused debate groups, (c) a map of
emotions (see Figure 1), and (d) a wish box.

These activities were conducted by an international
group of students and researchers from the fields of
architecture, urban design, and sociology. Besides the
tools already mentioned, we also relied on several
non‐verbal tools. The non‐verbal activities involved using
pictures and games that made it possible for people
who did not speak the same language to communicate.
By using such tools, we also invited people to explore the
dimensions of different discourses and to discover unex‐
pected problems or solutions.

During the interaction with the community, the stu‐
dents wrote reports that provided data and information
that were used further afterwards. All the information
gathered during this first phase was systematised and
translated by the students into drawings, maps, guide‐
lines, and reports (see Figure 2). In the case of Berlin, the
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Figure 1.Map of emotions in Märkisches Viertel, Berlin.

Figure 2.Material produced in Märkisches Viertel, Berlin.
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outcomes were presented to the community and to the
district office and shared with our local institutional part‐
ners. In the case of Irbid, this exchange with local institu‐
tions and residents did not happen in the same way, as
we will explore further in the next section.

For this first phase, in the Berlin case, we had the
participation of 33 students and researchers from nine
different nationalities and 126 local residents (50 of
themwere children) from 22 different nationalities, with
36 refugees among them. In the Irbid case, there were
25 students from eight nationalities and 50 local resi‐
dents, including 30 children, of whom around 30% were
Syrian refugees and the others were local residents.

The second phase involved collectively building a
small public space together with the residents. The deci‐
sion on what and where to build was an articulation with
the findings from the previous phase and the negotia‐
tions with our local partners. In the case of Irbid, the goal
was to develop a neutral common space in an areawith a
mixed population of Jordanians and Syrians, to be appro‐
priated by both communities. In the case of Berlin, the

public space was developed inside a community garden.
In both cases, the main outcome of the collective

building action resulted in a playground. In the case of
Irbid, the playground was built on an empty public space
(see Figure 3) and the proposal involved not only a space
for children but also a space for collective eating and an
artistic intervention on a wall (see Figure 4).

In Berlin, the playground (see Figure 5) was built
inside a community garden where BENN Märkisches
Viertel developed part of their neighbourhood events
and other activities with refugees. In order to engage
the local community, we organised two social events
with activities for children that were related both to the
design of the playground itself as well as to building or
decorating parts of it. We organised a food event in par‐
allel and invited the refugee women to bring traditional
dishes to be shared. This event around food and children‐
focused activities proved to be important for building
trust and creating a safe environment for exchange.

One important characteristic of these activities was
the presence of students who spoke the mother tongue

Figure 3. Public park in Assarih before intervention.

Figure 4. Public park in Assarih after the intervention.
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Figure 5. Playground after intervention at Beettinchen, Märkisches Viertel.

of the majority of the refugees and who acted as medi‐
ators between the students who did not speak the lan‐
guage. Although we relied on non‐verbal tools, it was
important to offer the possibility of creating dialogues
in their native language and, most significantly, with
others who shared a similar culture and background.
We wanted to obtain information and perceptions from
the residents that went beyond such techno‐pragmatic
issues as, for example, lack of access to housing, lan‐
guage skills, or income problems.

One aspect that differentiates the two experi‐
ences methodologically is the timeframe. In the Berlin
case, long‐term cooperation between BENN Märkisches
Viertel and the residents of the refugee accommodation
had been developed in a continual way for more than a
year when the playground was being built. In Irbid’s case,
although the research with Syrian refugees in Jordan had
been conducted two years prior, the playground hands‐
on action took place over a summer school that lasted
six days in total. This difference in time was reflected
in the potential use of the outcomes and particularly
in the articulation with local institutions. But what was
not reflected was that in Jordan the local community—
although in smaller numbers—was much more engaged
in the actual hands‐on work and exchange with the stu‐
dents than in Germany.

The methods described in this research aimed to
build bridges and dialogues between the researchers
and the community and therefore to co‐produce knowl‐
edge and information from a post‐migrant perspective
(Foroutan, 2018; Weidinger et al., 2021). The proposed
activities required the active engagement of all partic‐

ipants. At the same time, they aimed to build a safe
environment to share common experiences, wishes and
perspectives. This is particularly relevant in the case
of refugee studies, due to the potential psychological
effects the research may have on traumatised individu‐
als (Clark‐Kazak, 2021).

Seeking to avoid a hegemonic “parasitic relation‐
ship” between the researcher and the researched (Clark‐
Kazak, 2021), the collaborative research tools were
intended to incorporate different types of knowledge
and foster exchange between the different groups
involved: refugees, non‐refugees, neighbours, students,
researchers, and local institutional actors. The combina‐
tion of data collection and broader research reflections
with meaningful short‐term outcomes for the refugees
and local actors was fundamental to the creation of
mutual learning environments.

5. Between Everyday Practices and Institutional
Actions: Towards a Different Paradigm of Spatial
Integration

In their research with refugees, Ager and Strang (2008)
show that, besides having access to housing, employ‐
ment, health care, and the other usual measurements,
the sense of belonging to a certain space and com‐
munity was described by many interviewed as the ulti‐
mate indicator of being integrated. This goes beyond
having social connections with the local residents, and,
as emphasised by Ager and Strang (2008) and corrobo‐
rated by our research experience, involves the possibil‐
ity of developing “bonding capital” or, in other words,
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the ability to experience family, ethnic, national, and reli‐
gious social bonds.

Another relevant aspect to be highlighted is the
“social links,” defined as the individual connections
between the refugees and institutional actors. This con‐
nection plays an important role in navigating the host
community systems and accessing benefits and rights.
To build these links and bonding relationships, refugees
must encounter a friendly environment that not only
acknowledges them but is inviting and open to their par‐
ticipation (Ager & Strang, 2008).

These practices that promote integration and belong‐
ing cannot be detached from the spatial dimension
and power structures and hierarchies (Bourdieu, 1986;
Foucault, 1988). In this section, we will explore the pub‐
lic space as a potential materialisation of these encoun‐
ters and conflicts (Harvey, 2000; Lefebvre, 1968, 1992;
Soja, 1985).

5.1. Bonding Capital and Social Links

In the two experiences analysed for this article, the
articulation between refugees and institutional actors—
formal or informal—can be defined as fundamental for
their processes of integration into the host cities. This
articulation, however, does not depend solely on the
existence of this institutional support focused on refugee
matters, but mostly on how those institutes operate,
articulate, and connect with the incomers. This involves
not only their practices but also the spatialities that arise
from these practices and the potential for interaction
and exchange.

In the Jordanian case, there is no official governmen‐
tal entity that is responsible for supporting the Syrian
refugees living outside the camps and for facilitating
the process of integration, including the Assarih area.
The UNCHR is present in Jordan, but they are mainly
concerned with the refugees living in camps. The Syrian
refugees living in Assarih are spread, formally or infor‐
mally, throughout the neighbourhood. They are, there‐
fore, not supported by any institutional body. The official
and popular narrative is that they are guests and deserve
to be treated in the best way according to the Arabic and
Islamic culture, while, in fact, we observed during our
research that there is a lot of hostility towards the Syrian
refugees and from them towards the Jordanians.

In the Jordanian case, the neighbourhood social net‐
works are sometimes more important than the insti‐
tutional ones. In Irbid, the most obvious social institu‐
tions are the family coalitions. Each big family has its
own guest house built with the money of the family
members to serve as a meeting place and a venue for
weddings and funerals. Guest houses play an important
role in community articulation and are central spaces
that are often also related to local conflicts or disputes
between families.

This tale of social links is deeply rooted in Arabic
culture and can, for example, be transported to Berlin’s

case relating to one very common comment we received
from different people from Arab countries that we inter‐
viewed: The fact that they were forbidden to receive
guests after a certain time in the shelter was one impor‐
tant reason why they did not feel part of the commu‐
nity. This is also represented in another regular com‐
ment present in most of our conversations with Islamic
refugees fromArab countries: The lack ofmosques in the
neighbourhood was one of the first points mentioned
when asked about what was missing in Märkisches
Viertel. Mosques, as well as other religious institutions,
have more than a religious role, they are often commu‐
nity spaces, where collective gatherings, cultural celebra‐
tions, and educational activities take place.

Refugees in both Berlin and Irbid lie in informal net‐
works to be able to navigate and therefore integrate
and belong to the host community. In both cases, we
observed that, even when there are support institutions,
refugees rely on non‐formal networks to build their bond‐
ing capital and increase their possibilities. We argue that
those negotiations are not separate from the spatial
dimension and are related to many spatial factors, such
aswhere and how refugees live or are settled, what kinds
of existing spaces foster the social practices that are fun‐
damental for their belonging process, and towhat extent
they are involved in decision making about their own
social/spatial practices.

5.2. Challenging Power Structures: The Role of
the University

In addition to local and national institutions, as well as
informal networks, the university engagement can bring
mutual learning and exchange for all involved. On the
one hand, the opportunity for the students to act and
deal with real and complex issues is an enriching and
fundamental aspect of their professional training, espe‐
cially if we aim to promote critical and innovative views
of the field of urban studies and architecture. On the
other hand, the experimentation and innovative charac‐
ter of academic work can bring different perspectives to
the local context and local actors (Passos et al., 2010).

The articulation of the research activities with goals,
objectives, and ongoing local projects has the potential
to produce meaningful and long‐term outcomes. In both
case studies analysed, we aimed to combine a diverse
group of students and researchers from different disci‐
plines with key local actors and institutions to encounter
common goals and increase engagement and knowl‐
edge exchange. The use of collaborative research meth‐
ods aimed to promote transformation knowledge and
mutual learning processes for all involved and focused
on bringing awareness to the silenced voices—those of
refugees, children, and women. In both contexts, the
research also aimed to produce concrete outcomes for
the residents in the short or medium term, avoiding
a “parasitical” relationship between the researcher and
the researched group (Clark‐Kazak, 2021).
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In the case of Berlin, our main institutional part‐
ner was BENN Märkisches Viertel, with whom we
observed initial common interests, such as the integra‐
tion between refugees living in the refugee accommo‐
dation and their neighbours, and went on to develop
common goals and methods. In 2022, we conducted a
series of activities in the neighbourhood, starting with a
workshop in March, developed through a seminar com‐
bined with workshops from April to July and concluding
with a summer school in September. During these activi‐
ties, we had intensive discussions with BENN and devel‐
oped mutually relevant cooperation whereby, on the
one hand, we profited from the existing network, knowl‐
edge, and trust built by the institution and, on the other
hand, producing material that they could use afterwards
in discussions with the Senate and the District Office.

In the case of Irbid, the interventions developed
in a public park as well as the small intervention of
a children’s roundabout had different impacts on the
local dynamics and the expected appropriation did not
occur as imagined. Even so, the intensive events devel‐
oped during the workshop built, even if for a short
period of time, community efforts that involved differ‐
ent groups that may not have worked together in dif‐
ferent circumstances. The participation of Syrian and
Jordanian children, for example, was an unexpected fac‐
tor in this experience.

In the two experiences, we observed that the univer‐
sity can, in many cases, act as a neutral actor and even
mediate conflicts to some extent. Therefore, we argue
that the articulation of different levels of institutional
support that incorporate refugees into their official bod‐
ies, with diverse groups from the university, along with
the acknowledgement and support of informal social net‐
works, can increase the potential for mutual integration
and transformation, not only improving the refugees’
quality of life but creating better cities for all.

6. Conclusion

This article aimed to propose a shift in the paradigm of
the integration of refugees into host communities, by
using post‐migrant studies as a lens to debate the rela‐
tionship between identity and place, belonging and spa‐
tial practices (Brun, 2001; Foroutan, 2018; Mains et al.,
2013; Soja, 1985). Beyond acknowledging that migration
is a constitutive part of most cities and therefore should
be understood as a dialectical process of mutual trans‐
formation between local residents, incomers, and their
practices in space, we aimed to demonstrate that differ‐
ent research tools and methods are needed to appre‐
hend this complex reality. To illustrate this, the article has
focused on two case studies: Märkisches Viertel in Berlin
and Assarah in Irbid.

In the two experiences we observed, through active
and collaborative research, that refugees relied on for‐
mal and informal networks based on spaces and, at the
same time, built spatialities to develop their sense of

belonging and therefore integration into the host society.
The challenges reported by the refugeeswent far beyond
the usual paradigms of integration that address issues
such as access to shelter, the jobmarket, and health care
services. The role of communal spaces—which often
overlap with religious ones—where refugees can meet
others who share similar backgrounds and cultural prac‐
tices, are often described as equally important as having
a place to live and to work.

These spaces can be associated with institutional or
non‐institutional actors—for example, the community
gardenmediated by BENN in Berlin and the guest houses
run by local families in Irbid. The existence of these actors
and their articulationwith the refugees have to be under‐
stood within the system of power relations (Bourdieu,
1986; Foucault, 1988). By using collaborative methods of
research and actively engaging and interacting with the
community, we added the university as a crucial actor.

We understand that the university—and the scien‐
tific field—play the role of broadening the local context
and producing knowledge that can be reused to further
produce other forms of knowledge. Nevertheless, we
acknowledge that these processes come with many con‐
tradictions and limitations. Through hands‐on work, we
intended to overcome hegemonic structures of knowl‐
edge production and invite refugees to collectively pro‐
duce not only space but knowledge. The existing tools,
the language and cultural diversity, and the articulation
with institutional and non‐institutional actors were often
barriers or challenges to the desired engagement of the
refugees in the proposed activities.

Despite this, the intention of producing long‐term
concrete outcomes based on the everyday practices of
the residents, that went beyond academic discourses,
was central. The durability and the success of the experi‐
ences in terms of activating communal integration varied.
We argue that the effectiveness of the Berlin case was
grounded on the clear joint work developed with exist‐
ing local actors. In the Jordan case, the lack of trust in
the municipality among the different resident groups, as
well as the lack of local institutions that could mediate
the dialogues, created a scenario that ended in the quick
destruction of the public garden.

An understanding of post‐migrant societies, which
recognises diverse forms of living as a constitutive part of
cities worldwide, requires an understanding of engage‐
ment with refugees and migrants that goes beyond
issues such as language and cultural barriers. It is crucial
to include a diversity of actors in the decision‐making sec‐
tors, in academic production and debate, aswell as in city
design and planning.
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