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Foreword  

Welcome to the second volume of the Mediterranean Journal for Migration. As migration scholars, 

we analyse, problematise, and critique the discourses, narratives, and imaginaries surrounding 

migration, as produced by states and other actors, and in this instance, we focus on research related to 

migration and the Mediterranean. The contributions in this volume examine migration through political 

debates, legal frameworks, cultural and personal narratives, and historical memory. They also navigate 

the evolving terrain of migration studies; this is a field that continues to resist easy definitions and to 

study current challenges. This surely calls for interdisciplinary insight. 

This volume stands as a testament to both continuity and change. We remain dedicated to 

improvement and growth and are energised by the new voices and perspectives that have joined us.  

A big thank you goes to the authors and reviewers. We hope that this issue will be enlightening to 

readers and that it provides food for thought, reflection and the motivation to remain curious and updated 

in the light of Migration in the Mediterranean. 

 
Helen Grech, Ph.D. 

Editor-in-Chief 

Mediterranean Journal for Migration 

Malta, November 2025

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Editorial 

The Mediterranean remains a site of profound contradictions, where the politics of inclusion and 

exclusion, belonging and disposable lives are laid bare. In this historical moment, the sea is a frontier of 

violence, where the rhetoric of human rights meets the might of border control, all too often with deadly 

ramifications. Barely making a single headline, the humanitarian crisis continues to unfold across the 

Mediterranean waters, where policies of deterrence and control are inscribed onto the bodies of those 

who are forced to move under conditions not of their choosing. In this sense, the Mediterranean Sea is 

a political project - one that reproduces racialised hierarchies of humanity through its practices of 

surveillance, detention, and denial. 

Yet within and against this violence, other narratives emerge: resilience, creativity, new and evolving 

relationships, friendships, and hope. The Mediterranean is also a sea of connections, of ongoing trade, 

of encounters and sharing, evolving narratives and memories.  The seven articles gathered in this issue 

bear witness to these contradictions, interrogating the space critically, not merely as a geographical 

locus of migration but as a historical, discursive and political construct that is baked into the materiality 

of everyday lives. 

While several contributions in this issue interrogate the structures of border governance, state 

violence, and policy contradictions that deepen the humanitarian crisis, others turn our attention to 

practices of intercultural dialogue, the forging of new identities, and the creative reimagination of 

belonging. Taken together, the seven articles in this issue invite us to understand and know the 

Mediterranean Sea as a border of violence where bodies and lives are violated, and as a space of 

encounter, memory, and endless possibilities. 

In the first paper, Mary Grace Vella exposes the myth of the rational, linear policy cycle that continues 

to dominate European migration governance. Vella posits migration as a “wicked problem” - a 

phenomenon that cannot be contained within traditional policy frameworks. Through its critique, it 

reveals the performative nature of “evidence-based” policymaking, which often serves as a legitimising 

veneer for decisions grounded in political expediency rather than humanitarian commitment. What 

emerges is a portrait of a policy crisis - one that is both a crisis of policy and a crisis produced by policy. 

The Mediterranean becomes the site where neoliberal rationalities of efficiency and control collide with 

the lived realities of human movement. Piecemeal interventions, contradictory legislative instruments, 

and the cyclical invocation of “emergency” all point to a system that sustains, rather than resolves, 

precarity. The paper reminds us that the gap between policy and practice is not accidental but structural: 

it is the outcome of a governance model that privileges border securitisation over solidarity, and the 

protection of Europe’s imagined integrity over the protection of human life. 

If external border policies produce distance and suffering, the second article calls for proximity and 

encounters. Viviana Premazzi explores the work of the Migrantour network and the role of “intercultural 

companions” who weave together autobiographical testimonies and historical memory, situating identity 

as an act of narration. Migration, in this framework, is not a rupture but a dialogue. The intercultural 

companions become storytellers and mediators, challenging the dominant narratives that cast migrants 

as either victims or threats. The project’s power lies in its capacity to humanise through storytelling, to 

make visible the relationality of identities formed in movement, each unique, and yet familiar to others. 

Premazzi demonstrates how, in creating spaces for co-authored narratives, Migrantour gestures 

towards a counter-hegemonic pedagogy of solidarity. 

In the third paper, Bethany Cachia takes us into the heart of the carceral state - the detention regime 

that has come to define Malta’s migration management system over the past two decades. Adopting a 

postcolonial lens, Cachia interrogates how a former colony, now positioned as Europe’s southern 

frontier, reproduces the very logics of domination it once endured. The detention of asylum seekers, 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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often under the guise of public health, emerges as an act of state violence wherein international and 

national human rights law obligations contrast heavily with State practice. Cachia’s invocation of state 

violence and neocolonial governance challenges us to consider how Malta’s geopolitical location - 

between Africa and Europe - becomes both symbolic and material. Whilst the courts may periodically 

recognise the illegality of detention practices, the system endures an architecture of racialised control 

and disciplinary power masked as necessity. 

In contrast, the fourth article, authored by Estela Rama, moves from the structural to the intimate, 

and back to the structural, employing collaborative autoethnography to explore the identity negotiations 

of four members of an Albanian family who migrated to Malta. Rama’s reflexive methodological choice 

might be described as a political act in its own right, an assertion that knowledge can be co-created, 

embodied, and situated. Through personal narratives of attachment, loss, discrimination and 

acculturation, the paper provides valuable insights into the emotional and social processes shaping 

identity within the Mediterranean migration context.   

The fifth contribution by John Vella invites the reader to consider the politics of memory and 

representation through the analysis of two grassroots museums - the Musée de la Mémoire de la Mer 

et de l’Homme in Zarzis, Tunisia, and PortoM in Lampedusa, Sicily. The paper looks at how museums 

can operate at the intersection of remembrance and resistance, curating migration not simply to exhibit, 

but to witness, as testament. In these spaces, everyday objects and narratives of migration and migrant 

experiences become conduits of memory that invite important questions around “historical memory, 

identity and power”, challenging hegemonic national narratives. In his analysis and conclusion, Vella 

demonstrates how such grassroots initiatives, operating outside formal power structures, create spaces 

that enable “understanding and compassion”.  

In the sixth article, authors Esin Erben and Gorg Mallia bring us back to Malta, focusing on how 

migrants’ day-to-day experiences shape their communication approaches with local people and Maltese 

society.  The findings of the ethnographic study offer four categories that capture migrant interaction 

experiences: “hesitant,” “selective,” “positive,” and “neutral”.  Erben and Mallia also demonstrate how 

structural exclusion, including “ethnic discrimination” and online hostility, negatively affects interactions 

with the local population, while socio-economic status mediates access to both opportunity, voice and 

inclusion. The study also underscores how language, specifically proficiency in Maltese, is valued less 

as a bridge to inclusion and more as a bureaucratic key to access services. In this regard, 

communication moves beyond the linguistic and is political, demonstrating how power circulates and is 

reinforced through everyday encounters, shaping who is heard and who remains unheard. 

Staying with Malta, this issue concludes with a paper by Alexis Galand.  The European Court of 

Human Rights’ judgement in J.B. v. Malta situates national practice within the broader European legal 

framework, exposing “systemic deficiencies” in the review of immigration detention. Galand argues that 

the European Court of Human Rights’ judgment lays bare the structural weakness of Malta’s Immigration 

Appeals Board, “its lack of independence, procedural inefficiencies, and limited scope of review”. Yet 

the paper goes further, connecting these procedural shortcomings to a regional trend: the normalisation 

of detention as a tool of migration governance. 

In the context of the EU Pact on Migration, the danger lies in institutionalising this normalisation, 

embedding exception within legality. Building on the analysis from the J.P. judgement, Galand calls for 

robust oversight mechanisms, but perhaps its deeper implication is that legality itself is not necessarily 

synonymous with justice.  

 

Concluding Reflections: Towards a Politics of Hope 

Taken together, the papers in this issue expose the entanglement of the personal and the political, 

the intimate and the structural, the local, the regional, and the global. They reveal a Mediterranean that 

is not merely a border but a mirror, reflecting the contradictions of Europe’s self-image as a space of 

rights, while enacting practices of exclusion that betray that very promise. The policy crisis, the carceral 

state, the ethics of representation, the autoethnographic voice, and the communicative encounter all 

converge on a single imperative: to reclaim the political. 
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I believe this is a good place to be. To do otherwise is to remain complicit in a system that measures 

success by deterrence rather than dignity. The papers in this issue offer no easy solutions, but they 

remind us that scholarship, too, can be an act of resistance, a way of reclaiming the political imagination 

necessary to re-humanise migration in the Mediterranean and beyond. 

 

Maria Pisani, Ph.D. 

Chair, Mediterranean Platform for Migration 
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The Crisis of Migration: A Policy Crisis? 

Mary Grace Vella1  a 

a Department of Criminology, Faculty for Social Wellbeing, University of Malta 

Abstract 

This paper addresses the gap between policy development theory and practice by attempting to 

analyse and explain the humanitarian crisis of migration across the Mediterranean through a policy 

crisis. It posits migration as a ‘wicked problem’ which cannot simply be addressed through the 

traditional linear policy cycle model, which infers a direct link between policy and practice, where 

policy outcomes directly result from policy objectives. Through a critical appraisal of the policy 

development process, the paper examines the processes through which the traditional positivist 

theoretical model of policy development and its claims of effectiveness, efficiency, feasibility, 

transparency, and evidence-based rationality are despoiled by a policy crisis for the humanitarian 

migration crisis. This policy crisis is simultaneously characteristic of and characterised by a 

problematic problem definition, a dichotomy between policy and implementation, and inauthentic 

evidence-based practice. It is manifested by piecemeal crisis intervention, policy contradictions, and 

processes of both politicisation and depoliticisation, which compound the migration crisis on both the 

micro-individual and macro-structural level. This policy crisis underpinned by fragmentation, 

incongruencies and contradictions suggests more than just a discrepancy between theory and 

practice, demanding a critical examination of the problem and solution, a re-evaluation of the policy 

cycle model with its claims of objectivity, cognisance of vested interests, and subversion of the 

neoliberal agenda which puts profit before people and the economy over well-being and fundamental 

rights and freedoms. It also demands reappropriation of the theoretical, administrative, yet intrinsically 

political nature of policymaking in the acknowledgement that only genuine political commitment can 

offer a glimpse of hope for addressing the humanitarian crisis of migration by closing the gap between 

policy and practice.  

 

Keywords: Migration; wicked problem; praxis; policy-cycle 

Introduction: The Humanitarian Crisis of Migration 

“Theory is abstracted practice, and practice is applied theory” (Haddad, 2019, para.5). Yet, while “in 

theory, theory and practice are the same. In practice, they are not” (Einstein, n.d., as cited in Oppliger, 

2023, p. xvii). In theory, everyone has the right to life, the right to freedom from arbitrary arrest and 

detention, freedom of movement, and the right to seek asylum. In practice, as at the end of 2023, around 

117 million people worldwide have been forcibly displaced due to conflict, persecution, and gross human 

rights violations, having to flee their country in protection of life, safety, and freedom (United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 2024b).  In the context of these desperate trajectories, in 

the year 2023 alone, at least 8,565 people lost their lives during the migration flight (InfoMigrants, 2024). 

This death toll denotes a tragic 20 percent increase on the previous year, and the highest loss of life in 

the whole last decade (InfoMigrants, 2024).  

 
1 For correspondence:marygrace.vella@um.edu.mt 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:marygrace.vella@um.edu.mt
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2385-9048
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The Mediterranean Sea constitutes one of the most dangerous and deadliest migration trajectories 

worldwide. In 2023, Europe saw 270,1802 arrivals through the Mediterranean route, with a total of 4,110 

people reported dead or missing (UNHCR, 2023). This figure also represents the highest death toll on 

this route since 2017 (InfoMigrants, 2024).  In addition, official statistics for 2023, epitomised as being 

“just the tip of the ice-berg” by the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), record around 5,000 

migrants held in Libya’s detention facilities, with many more held arbitrarily in unofficial detention 

facilities, yet similarly experiencing torture, slavery, sexual abuse and extortion, and other inhumane 

and degrading treatment (InfoMigrants, 2023, para.1). For the large majority of displaced migrants who 

manage to survive these ordeals, durable solutions remain out of reach as they continue to experience 

discrimination, exploitation and hate crimes in countries of transit and destination. 

These numbers provide a perfunctory quantification of the global asylum and migration humanitarian 

crisis, yet inform very little in terms of the tangible, tragic impact of this crisis on both the individual and 

structural levels. Still, this delusory statistical data offers a lot of food for thought on current migration 

policy and its output, in spite of its disregard for the lasting pain, suffering, and trauma for millions of 

people worldwide. 

In examining the complexity of the asylum and migration crisis, with particular focus on migrants 

forced to adopt irregular routes or unauthorised migration across the Central Mediterranean route (from 

Algeria, Egypt, Libya and Tunisia to Italy and Malta), this paper presents a critical appraisal of the  EU 

strategic framework, primarily referring to the laws and policies arising from Article 79 of the ‘Treaty on 

the Functioning of the European Union’ [Art 79/1 TFEU] which mandates the European Union to 

amongst others establish a common immigration framework for the “efficient management of migration 

flows, fair treatment of third-country nationals residing legally in Member States, and the prevention of, 

and enhanced measures to combat, illegal immigration and trafficking in human beings” (Conference of 

the Representatives of the Governments of the Member States, 2007, p.77). The paper offers a critical 

examination of the traditional policy cycle and its limitations, both ideological and practical, in addressing 

the wickedness of the crisis. This analysis problematizes the commonly held cause-and-effect 

relationship between policy intentions and policy outcomes within the context of a neutral and objective 

policy development, implementation, and evaluation process.  

Following an overview of the nature of wicked problems and the traditional policy cycle process 

through an empirical review of existing literature in the field, the paper adopts an evidence-based 

approach by appraising the disparity between policy development theory and practice with the attempt 

of examining the following research question: ‘Is the humanitarian crisis of migration the result of a policy 

crisis?’.  This will be explored by problematising the dichotomy between the theoretical framework of the 

linear policy development cycle and its implementation on the ground through the EU strategic policy 

framework on irregular migration across the Central Mediterranean route. 

 

 On the grounds of this evidence-based approach, the paper presages a policy crisis 

characterised by: 

• a problematic problem definition; 

• a dichotomy between policy and implementation;  

• inauthentic evidence-based practice; 

• piecemeal crisis intervention over prevention and holistic proactive intervention; 

• policy contradictions emerging from simultaneous push and pull factors; and  

• processes of both politicisation and depoliticisation.  

 

These problematic areas, which compound the complexity of the migration crisis on both the micro-

individual and macro-structural level, call for a critical examination of the crisis to reappropriate the 

theoretical, administrative, and political nature of policy making.  

 

 

 
2 Arrivals comprise sea arrivals to Cyprus, Italy, and Malta, and sea and land entry to Greece and Spain 

(including the Canary Islands) (UNHCR, 2024a). 
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Migration: A Wicked Problem? 

The humanitarian crisis of migration presents a wicked problem for policy development and 

programme implementation. Wicked problems tend to be characterised by their complexity, their 

multiplicity, and fluidity. Indeed, according to Rittel and Webber (1973), wicked problems are attributed 

to have no definitive formulation of the problem, no stopping rule, since it’s difficult to know when and if 

a solution is final, are not defined through truth or falsity despite positive or negative attributions, and 

cannot be directly tested in terms of solutions since each attempt has a tangible aftermath. Moreover, 

every wicked problem is not only fundamentally unique but is often a manifestation of an underlying 

arduous issue. Apart from arising from multiple possible causes and lacking a number of potential 

solutions, wicked problems tend to beget, possibly more so than other kinds of problems, diverse 

explanations due to a wider range of subjective interpretations and perspectives.  

Applying the above characteristics to the humanitarian crisis of migration across the Mediterranean 

and the crisis of migration in general, a wicked problem is evoked. The migration crisis is definitely multi-

dimensional and multi-causal; it has multiple symptoms, multiple potential solutions, and is defined, 

managed, and interpreted by multiple stakeholders. It is also “unstructured, cross-cutting and relentless” 

(Weber & Khademian, 2008, p.337), resistant to change, and thus particularly ‘wicked’.  Migration is an 

unstructured phenomenon because its causes and effects are difficult to “identify and model” (Weber & 

Khademian, 2008, p.336). It does not necessarily follow the same pattern, thus resulting in uncertainty. 

It is cross-cutting due to its intrinsic connections to various other problems which extend across different 

policy domains, and relentless due to its enduring presence and consequences on other policy areas, 

and thus, cannot be “solved once and for all” (Weber & Khademian, 2008, p.336). Indeed, due to its 

pressing time-bound concerns and ‘tipping points’ thresholds, it could easily qualify as a ‘super wicked 

problem’ (Levin et al., 2012, p.132). 

It is multi-dimensional because, apart from being primarily a humanitarian issue, it is intrinsically 

linked to economic, political, legal, and social realities and carries ideological, moral, and diplomatic 

considerations. It is multi-causal since the root cause of migration is resultant and intrinsically linked to 

multiple aetiological factors, including war and conflicts, economic circumstances, environmental 

factors, but also ‘natural’ processes. Migration also leads to multiple symptoms, ranging from legal, 

economic, social, psychological, and cultural, with reciprocal impact on the macro-structural community 

(both in the host and country of origin) and the micro-individual personal level (both in native and migrant 

communities).  

Migration and asylum also give rise to multiple so-called solutions as observed from the multitude of 

responses, ranging from humanitarian action and development aid in countries of origin, to processes 

of reception, detention, varied assimilation and integration models, resettlement, voluntary repatriation 

and deportation, as well as refoulement and push-back policies. Migration is also an issue that entails 

the engrossment of multiple stakeholders within both host countries and countries of origin, as well as 

the international community. From asylum seekers and migrants themselves, to the general public, civil 

society, and official entities within national governments and regional and supranational organisations, 

all stakeholders are important constituents of the asylum and migration crisis. 

The crisis of migration thus presents us with a wicked problem, which is economically, politically, and 

socially complex, upholding both a macro and micro dimension through its multivariate aetiology and 

with impacts on both the individual and structural levels. It is fluid and constantly evolving, as evident 

from changing patterns in migration trends and routes and the evolution of responses to address the 

crisis. The migration issue is also interdependent on diverse policy areas, ranging from the economy, 

employment, education, crime, culture, health and physical, social, and psychological wellbeing. It is 

also intrinsically linked to equality, non-discrimination, and social justice and inclusion.  

The humanitarian crisis of migration is enmeshed in “intransparency”, since not all of its variables 

are overtly apparent, and the crisis is primarily inferred through its symptoms rather than its underlying 

causes. It is also characterised by “polytely” due to its numerous and possible contradictory goals; 

“complexity” due to the intricate connectivity between different variables and dynamic processes and 

situational challenges; “connectivity” due to strong connections and correlations between variables 

which make it difficult to foresee consequences; “dynamic developments” often characterised by 
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unpredictable and/or worsening situations and time pressures to act, and “time-delayed effects” of 

consequences (Funke, 2014, pp.186-187). All these characteristics designate the migration crisis as a 

wicked problem-solving situation (Funke, 2014). 

Given its complex ‘wickedness’ and potential devastating impact on the micro and macro level, its 

resolution cannot depend on crisis intervention and ad hoc measures characterised by trial and error. 

Indeed, addressing the crisis of migration demands comprehensive policy input and coordinated and 

committed action across all tiers of governance across all sectoral areas. This calls for the development 

and implementation of innovative and accountable policies and strategies that go beyond the linear 

traditional policy development cycle model. A model is needed where policy makers have “no right to 

be wrong” since they “are liable for the consequences of the actions they generate; [as] the effects can 

matter a great deal to those people that are touched by those actions” (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 167). 

Traditional Policy Cycle  

The linear policy development model, originally put forward by Lasswell (1956) and subsequently 

revised by various theorists such as Anderson (1975), May and Wildavsky (1978), Jenkins (1978) and 

Brewer and de Leon (1983) suggests that policies can be formulated through a sequential policy cycle 

process, whereby policies are initiated, formulated, implemented, monitored and then evaluated. This 

evaluation process then feeds back into the policy process to fine-tune and hone it.  

This linear policy cycle process, which has evolved into the “most widely applied framework” (Jann 

and Wegrich, 2007, p.45), is considered to result in the development of policies, strategies, and 

frameworks that are effective, efficient, transparent, and evidence-based. This traditional policy 

development model implies that policy can be devised through a clear identification of the ‘problem’ (the 

‘what’), justification for addressing the ‘problem’ (the ‘why’), and then implemented through a 

standardised evidence-based technocratic process (the ‘how’). As a result, such an approach is based 

on the conception of a cause-and-effect relationship, in the idea that through this formalised and 

standardised approach, policy objectives will be translated into the desired policy outcomes. It is thus 

fundamentally based on the notion that policy implications directly result from policy intentions, and that 

implemented strategic measures and outcomes are intrinsically reflective of policy aims and objectives. 

An examination of current migration policies and strategies implicates, at least superficially, a direct 

relationship between the rationale and vision (the what and why) within the wider policy objective of 

addressing the crisis of migration across the Mediterranean and its strategic implementation (the how). 

The EU strategic framework encompasses a multitude of varied actions, including, amongst others, 

search and rescue operations, aerial surveillance, border control, disembarkation, right to asylum 

processes, reception, resettlement, and integration programmes. Such a framework is guided by various 

supranational tools and instruments, in particular the rights and obligations arising from Article 14 of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UN General Assembly, 1948), which gave rise to the 1951 

Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (UN General Assembly, 1951) and its 1967 Protocol (UN 

General Assembly, 1967). Migration policy and programme implementation is also guided by various 

regional instruments such as the EU Charter of Human Rights (European Union, 2010), as well as 

Constitutional guarantees and other domestic legislative frameworks.  

The strategy is also implemented by various actors, including the IOM, UNHCR, Frontex, the 

European Border and Coast Guard Agency, migrant rescue ships, and humanitarian non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and national governments. The strategy is made possible through varied funding 

and capacity-building initiatives, such as the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF), the 

Migration Emergency Funding Mechanism (MEFM), the European Integration Fund, the UN 

Development Aid Programme, and EU relocation schemes. The implementation of the strategy is 

governed by various specialised and overlapping processes, such as the Dublin Convention, the 

Common European Asylum System, and the EU Asylum Agency (EUAA). Action is coordinated by 

national authorities but also overseen as part of wider coordinated action, such as commitments arising 

from the New European Pact on Migration (European Commission, 2023). It is also implemented on a 
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grassroots level by various NGOs, including migrant-led advocacy groups, and embodied through the 

lived experiences of migrants and host communities.  

 This extended support system, comprising varied actions, actors, legal and funding instruments, 

investment and capacity building initiatives and processes, begs the question of whether this strategy is 

truly effective and efficient in terms of reaching its objective of preventing and addressing the 

humanitarian crisis of migration across the Mediterranean. Indeed, in spite of the strategic policies and 

actions in place, the crisis of migration remains a stark reality, with thousands of people inexorably 

risking and losing their lives in the process of asylum seeking and migration. Given the supposed direct 

link between policy and practice, with policy implications directly resulting from policy intentions, the 

migration crisis can thus be positioned as entailing a policy crisis unless one is set to question the 

genuineness and legitimacy of the policy rationale in its primary objective of preventing and addressing 

the humanitarian crisis. 

Thus, in addition to presenting a humanitarian crisis, the crisis of migration compounds into a policy 

crisis. The positivist model of policy development has indeed been subject to critique on various tangible, 

theoretical, moral and political grounds (Dryzek 1982; Fischer & Forester, 1993; Gottweis, 2006; 

Lindblom 1990; Schön, 1996) since it “does not reflect the complexity of a multiform, variable, 

heterogenous, iterative, and conflictive process that is often unpredictable and not always explicit” 

(Gómez-Arias, 2019, p.8).  

Despite the application of various theoretical models3, which could be employed to offer a useful 

explanation for migration processes, these provide little to no usefulness for averting, addressing, and 

redressing the stark calamity of the crisis. Indeed, apart from the fact that much theoretical work on 

migration “remains mired in nineteenth-century concepts, models, and assumptions” (Massey et al., 

1993, p. 432), their single-causal explanation obscures the complexity and multi-factorial nature of the 

migration crisis.  Moreover, despite this extant theoretical analysis, “there is no integrated theory on the 

process of international migration, but rather a set of partial theories and models that have been 

developed from different disciplinary viewpoints” (Eurostat, 2000, p.3), providing an incomplete analysis 

of the migration phenomenon. 

The wicked problem of the humanitarian crisis of migration is argued to give rise to a policy crisis 

due to various gaps between policy development and implemented practice. As will be explored further 

below in the subsequent sub-sections, this policy crisis tends to be simultaneously characteristic of and 

characterised by various problematic areas, relating primarily to; an enigmatic problem definition, a 

dichotomy between policy and implementation, inauthentic evidence-based practice, piecemeal crisis 

intervention over holistic prevention, intervention and redress, policy contradictions defined by the 

presence of simultaneous push and pull factors, and a dichotomous process of politicisation and 

depoliticisation.   

Enigmatic Problem Definition 

A main fundamental issue in the linear policy cycle initiation process concerns the establishment of 

a clear definition and understanding of the ‘problem’ to be addressed. Without a comprehensive and 

holistic definition of the ‘problem’, one cannot fully appreciate its complexity and multiplicity of meaning.   

The question definitely gives rise to enigmatic responses, as to ‘What is the crisis?’ ‘Why is it 

happening?’ and ‘For whom is it a crisis?’ Above all, ‘Is it really a ‘problem’ which demands policy 

attention?’.    

The definition of the ‘problem’ as the initiation process of the positivist policy approach implies that 

the problem can be objectively defined and subsequently analysed, processed, and solved through 

strategic action.  Yet, problems do not precede, are not exterior to, and separate from policy processes 

(Deleon, 1994; Drey, 1984). On the other hand, the definition of the ‘problem’ is intrinsically a political 

 
3 Including Lee’s (1966) push and pull model, Mabogunje’s (1970) systems theory of Rural-Urban migration, 

Zelinsky’s (1971) hypothesis of mobility transition, Harris and Todaro’s (1970) neo-classical migration model, Stark’s 
(1978) new economics of labour migration, Piore’s (1979) dual labour-market theory, Skeldon's (1990) analysis of 
migration transitions, and Massey et al.’s (1990) cumulative causation theory.  
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and ideological construct (Edelman, 1988) and thus cannot be objectively defined and theorised, nor 

neutrally translated into strategic action.  Its theorisation as a ‘problem’ that warrants policy attention, in 

itself, is a politicised decision - albeit a subjective one - which defines and demarcates the boundaries, 

rationale, objectives, and vested interests of the ‘problem’ as compared to or as opposed to other 

‘problem’ or ‘non-problem’ areas. 

It is indeed the multitude of varied responses to the above questions emerging from vested interests 

that designate migration as a wicked problem.  The migration crisis means different things to different 

people with different ideological beliefs, experiences, and vested interests, including technocrats and 

policy makers on the national, European, and supranational level, politicians, citizens in both host and 

countries of origin, and migrants and asylum seekers themselves. From left-wing anarchists appealing 

for a global borderless world and full open borders, to ultra-right-wing nationalists proclaiming an insular, 

xenophobic, and nativist stance, asylum and migration are hailed as acts of solidarity and social justice, 

and vilified as an invasive plague and curse.  

Migration thus presents an ‘intractable policy’ dispute (Shön &  Rein, 1994) where the ‘problem’ is 

difficult to define and manage due to the diverse political and ideological frames of the involved actors, 

resulting in ongoing disputes over policy scope and legitimacy, but also more fundamental disputes on 

the very essence of the ‘problem area’. 

As acknowledged by Hoppe (2010), “in the governance of problems, problem finding deserves at 

least equal, and perhaps more, attention than problem solving”, yet often the “legitimation of answers 

through a mix of rules for political authority and scientific methodology is more important than posing 

the right questions” (p.244). Indeed, “much policy analysis is a sophisticated answer to a wrong problem” 

(Hoppe, 2010, p.244). Can it indeed be the case that existing migration policy endows a ‘sophisticated 

answer’ to the ‘wrong problem’, or a ‘wrong answer’ to a ‘sophisticated problem’?  

Policy Implementation Gap 

Policy design is based on the notion of causation (Peters, 2018) in the understanding that desired 

objectives can, should, and will lead to desired outcomes. Yet, there are often many barriers and 

obstacles as well as unpredictable outcomes in programme implementation, leading to a significant 

‘policy-implementation gap’ (Gunn, 1978). This is evidently so in the area of asylum-seeking and 

migration due to its fluidity, variability, and unpredictability, which often extend or are seen to extend 

beyond the remit and control of national, regional, and supranational policy makers. Influenced by varied 

push and pull factors, this instability acts not only on the macro-structural level but also defines the 

personal micro-level objectives of asylum seekers themselves. Despite the evident asynchronous 

relationship between policy and implementation across various policy areas, including in the area of 

migration, this positivist causative narrative is not openly contested by conventional policy-making and 

implementation processes. As a result, it remains the case that the: 

… normatively attractive top–down view of policy and its implementation is predicated on…a 

chronological order in which expressed intentions precede action; a linear causal logic whereby 

goals determine instruments and instruments determine results; and a hierarchy within which 

policy formation is more important than policy implementation (Hudson et al., 2019, p.1). 

Notwithstanding the critique that such a model has received, it “still retains some popularity with 

policy-making authorities” (Hudson et al., 2019, p.1).  

Yet, reality shows that there is not an explicit relationship between policy objectives and policy 

outcomes, since “the factors that shape and influence implementation are seen to be complex, 

multifaceted and multileveled” (Hudson et al., 2019, p.1). Rather than a direct collinear association 

between policy objectives and outcomes, “the whole life of policy is a chaos of purposes and accidents. 

It is not at all a matter of the rational implementation of the so-called decisions through selected 

strategies” (Clay & Schaffer, 1984, p.192). Moreover, “the dichotomy between policy-making and 

implementation is dangerous. That is because it separates the ‘decision’ from the ‘implementation’ and 
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thus opens up ‘escape hatches’ through which policy makers can avoid responsibility” (Atieno, 2009, 

p.11). 

Moreover, recognition is more likely to be given to policymakers for the introduction of legislative 

developments rather than the avoidance of implementation problems (Hudson et al., 2019). Thus, since 

the “political will necessary to drive long-term policy-making tends to dissipate over time” (Hudson et al., 

2019, p.4), the policy-implementation gap is easily disowned as “someone else’s problem” (Weaver, 

2010, p.5). Could this, in effect, be happening in the case of the humanitarian crisis of migration?   

Inauthentic Evidence-Based Practice 

Effective policy development and implementation depend on evidence-based practice. Yet, despite 

the theoretical emphasis made on evidence-based policy, there is often no explicit relationship between 

knowledge and policy (Lindblom, 1990). Indeed, in the area of migration, “many policies...directly 

contradict what the available ‘evidence’ suggests” (Juntti et al., 2009, p.207). A case in point is the 

attributed success of the border control and the externalisation of EU migration policy which has been 

repeatedly criticised not only for its ineffectiveness in reducing the ‘influx’ of asylum seekers but also for 

leading to increased vulnerability to human trafficking and smuggling, as well as to severe violations of 

fundamental rights and freedoms, including the right to non-refoulement (Cusumano, 2019; Giuffré, 

2020; Mainwaring & De Bono, 2020; Palm, 2017). This persistence to pursue such securitisation 

approaches despite widespread evidence of ineffectiveness and failure has indeed led to a significant 

gap in implementation in EU migration policy (Caponio and Cappiali, 2018). 

Policy development in the area of migration and asylum demonstrates limited genuine consideration 

of the experiential knowledge of stakeholders, in particular asylum seekers themselves and 

humanitarian NGOs and entities who advocate on behalf of and/or work directly with those who are most 

directly affected by the crisis. Indeed, migration policy is often characterised by ‘high politics’ but ‘closed 

policy making’, whereby decisions are taken by a limited elite group and little consideration is given to 

experiential knowledge. 

Public policy in the migration sector also tends to be characterised by limited reflective practice, such 

that the same ‘mistakes’ are repeatedly committed over and over again. A case in point is the repatriation 

and refoulement of asylum-seekers to unsafe ports in transit countries despite the evident dangers to 

life and gross human rights violations (Crawley et al., 2018) and the destitution of migrants in distress 

at sea and denial of disembarkation. Thus, policy development in the area of asylum and migration tends 

to be characterised by inauthentic evidence-based practice, giving little consideration to the experiential 

knowledge of main stakeholders and the involvement of those who are directly impacted by the crisis. 

Nor does it demonstrate much attention to reflective practice and a lessons-learned approach. It thus 

often boils down to a technocratic diplomatic exercise. In explaining the EU’s “relapse to externalised 

migration controls”, Cusumano and Riddervold (2023, p.3025) refer to processes of path dependency 

whereby, faced with crises situations, policy-makers tend to assume preceding measures, “even if those 

solutions are not suitable or appropriate for the new problems at hand” (Cusumano & Riddervold, 2023, 

p.3038).  

Improving policy processes and outcomes heavily relies on the appreciation of policy failure (Volker, 

2014), since examining the underlying cause of ineffectiveness is conducive to the adoption of 

alternative solutions. While “failure is rarely unequivocal and absolute” since even policies renowned as 

being “classic policy failures” led to “small and modest successes” (McConnell, 2015, p.231), this small 

and modest success is contestable in evaluating the ‘success’ of official policy measures in addressing 

the crisis of migration. Indeed, migration policy has been criticised for being “impractical and inefficient” 

(Blair, 2016, p.17), as having “fallen short in their intentions” (Blair, 2016, p.91) and “failed to achieve 

many of its stated objectives, other than allocating on spending billions of euros” (Blair, 2016, p.90).  
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Piecemeal Crisis Intervention 

Apart from “drawing on already established albeit ineffective and contentious policy tools”, 

(Cusumano & Riddervold, 2023, p.3024), migration policy is scattered over many legal and policy 

instruments based on national, European, and supranational agendas. Humanitarian migration policies 

address both immediate and longer-term goals, ranging from ‘prevention’, emergency and crisis 

intervention to long-term integration and resettlement measures, covering both internal and external 

dimensions. However, in defining migration primarily as a security issue, the EU migration policy focuses 

on restricting the entry of migrants through an “agenda of criminalisation on the one hand and 

containment on the other” (Baldwin-Edwards et al., 2019, p.2144). The EU’s management of migration 

through its externalisation policy arising through for example the establishment of the EU-Turkey Deal 

(Council of the European Union, 2016) led to the curtailment of main transit routes into Europe (e.g,.: 

Libya and Turkey), in effect blocking flows to Europe and pushing desperate asylum seekers and 

migrants towards the use of more perilous migration routes (Sedou et al., 2020), rather than addressing 

the ‘root’ sources of involuntary migration in emigratory countries (Baldwin-Edwards et al., 2019).  

Indeed, despite the fact that the crisis is primarily of a humanitarian nature, it “has been addressed 

through an intergovernmental prism, which seems to be conducive to a particular” securitarian 

perspective (Toucas, 2008, p.8), such that its key response is typified by crisis rather proactive 

measures with the aim of addressing the root causes of asylum and migration.  

Thus, EU initiatives mainly address the symptoms of migration, while its root cause is rarely placed 

within the macro-historical structural context of global inequality, colonialism, and the exploitative labour 

power of capitalist production. Although falling under EU common policy, member states uphold 

subsidiarity in the national implementation of migration policy (EU Parliament, 2019). Notwithstanding 

the New Pact (2023) introduced to strengthen solidarity mechanisms and ‘burden sharing’ amongst 

countries, EU migration policy remains characterised by “its lack of solidarity, effective collaboration and 

unity among EU Member States” (Blair, 2016, p.58). Through its ‘flexible’ solidarity mechanism, the Pact 

on Migration and Asylum has been criticised as offering “a halfway solution” which does not provide an 

enduring management of existing challenges, but instead “perpetuates a security-oriented approach 

that leaves human rights protection at the EU borders” (Di Nunzio, 2023, p.50). The Pact has led to the 

consolidation of the externalisation of the EU’s migration policy as it increased “responsibility-shifting” 

to third countries with poor human rights records (De Leo & Milazzo, 2024, p.16), with severe detrimental 

impact on the “well-being and agency” (Häkli et al., 2024, p.12) of migrants, particularly the most 

vulnerable. As a result of inadequate ‘workability’, “gaps between policy and practice are likely to quickly 

re-emerge” (de Castro, 2024, p.37). Migration policy is also devised and implemented by varied actors 

and stakeholders involved through different organisational missions in the various disparate, if not 

conflicting goals of migration policy, from search and rescue to integration and repatriation, with no 

underlying design that “connects actors vertically and horizontally in a process of collaboration and joint 

deliberation” (Ansell et al., 2017, p.475). The extent of this dystopian ‘collaborative’ practice is evidenced 

through the criminalisation of humanitarian search and rescue organisations by some governments, 

prosecuting them on par with smugglers and human traffickers, rather than acknowledging their added 

value in complementing official search and rescue operations (Perkowski & Squire, 2019). Migration 

policy is thus characterised by piecemeal crisis intervention rather than holistic intervention and 

prevention. 

Policy Contradictions  

The migration crisis is characteristic of and characterised by a number of policy contradictions as it 

is increasingly defined and shaped by the global forces of neoliberalism, which pose simultaneous push 

and pull factors.  

Migrants are concurrently pushed and pulled across the Mediterranean and Europe by myriad forces 

(European Asylum Support Office, 2016). Indeed, on both the macro and micro levels, there is often a 

very fine line between forced and voluntary forms of migration. This demands “moving beyond the sharp 

dichotimisation between forced and ‘economic migration’ that is typically found in mainstream debates” 
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and “acknowledge the systematic composition to sell one’s labour power that sits at the heart of capitalist 

accumulation and which encompasses all migrants – including those displaced by war, conflicts or other 

disasters” (Hanieh, 2019, p.56).  

Europe’s demographic ageing, envisaging a drastic decline in the working age population by 2025 

(United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 2009), along with its economic and employment 

agenda, requires an influx of labour power to fill in the existing market gaps.  Demands for cheap labour 

(European Migration Network, 2011) often within the black-market economy, thus act as pull factors for 

both economic and humanitarian migration.  Moreover, the European armaments industry is intrinsically 

linked to military and security, profits “on both sides of the refugee tragedy” (Akkerman, 2016, p.44). 

Through vending weapons that enable and incite repression, war, and conflicts in various asylum 

seekers’ countries of origin, this industry violates human rights but also stifles long-term development in 

these countries, further fuelling displacement (Stohl & Grillot, 2013). The industry simultaneously 

prospers from lucrative deals arising from the securitisation and militarisation of border controls, which 

strive to keep asylum seekers out of Europe. The arms industry indeed receives significant backing as 

EU countries continue to be “very reluctant, to say the least, to impose stricter arms export policies” 

(Akkerman, 2016, p.44) on war-torn countries or dictatorial regimes. 

Migration is intrinsically linked to free trade and globalisation processes, and “as the flow of material 

and cultural goods and services accelerates over time and through space, human beings also become 

an important component of this exchange” (Keogan, 2011, p.221). Yet, this relationship is characterised 

by an inherent contradiction, on the one hand, promoting “policies that encourage economic integration 

with other nations while, at the same time, attempting to curtail the exchange of people” (Keogan, 2011, 

p.230). 

This results in a situation where the “political logic of democratic nation-states pushes towards 

restrictiveness, while the economic logic of global market liberalisation pushes for openness towards 

immigration” (Natter, 2018, p.20) This ‘liberal paradox’ or ‘embedded liberalism’ according to Hollifield 

(1992) can help to explain why politicians’ discourse and rhetoric about migration are more repressive 

than the actual implemented policies. It could also be utilised to explain the progressive adoption of 

selective migration by recipient countries (Koslowski, 2014), with economic interests overriding 

humanitarian concerns.  Through this selectivity, “migration has been increasingly commodified” (De 

Haas et al., 2018, pp.353-354), as it becomes framed within a ‘utilitarian’ discourse of economic ‘value’. 

In this context, “borders function as filters, rather than as impenetrable barriers” (Hanieh, 2019, p.62). 

Indeed, concurrent to the adoption of draconian measures towards asylum-seeking, including destitution 

at sea, repatriation and push-back policies, and the sustained externalisation of EU migration policy, “’ 

capitalist migration’ has become not only normalised but also actively encouraged” as attested by the 

“widespread proliferation of Citizenship by Investment Programmes which, allow the direct purchase of 

residency rights and a fast-track to citizenship for those able to afford it” (Hanieh, 2019, p.58). Thus, 

from this perspective, apparent manifestations of absolute and austere border policies may be deceptive 

as they disregard “the ways that borders act fundamentally as generators and markers of difference and 

inequality, not as absolute blocks of mobility” (Hanieh, 2019, p.62). 

Through such processes of assimilating migration within the global economy, the policy 

contradictions of addressing humanitarian issues through a securitisation model are engulfed within the 

normalisation of the wider contradictions of capitalism, where “migration is both generated by processes 

of global accumulation and simultaneously constitutive of the concrete forms of class and capital that 

exist throughout a highly internationalised world market” (Hanieh, 2019, p.57). Despite these macro-

structural global processes, migration however remains often conveniently envisioned by policy-makers 

“from the vantage point of territorialized silos of individualized choice” (Hanieh, 2019, p.54). 

De/Politicisation: A Re-politicisation? 

Migration policy is politically controversial. Curbing ‘illegal’ migration is a buzzword in both national 

and international political discourse. It features in electoral agendas and partisan propaganda, fuelling 

xenophobic discourse and agendas. Some indeed would say that the issue has become too politicised 
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and needs “depoliticizing” (Foucher, 2018, para.9). Whilst the politicisation of the migration crisis tends 

to shroud its human rights narrative in partisan terms, in the process fuelling rightist, nationalistic and 

xenophobic sentiments, yet at the same time, its depoliticisation poses a number of challenges for 

adequately addressing the crisis of migration and its accompanying policy crisis. Indeed, through 

depoliticisation practices, policy processes become more opaque and less transparent (Brown, 2015). 

Through ‘political technology’, the issue is detached from its political discourse and ideological and 

partisan connotations and reassigned to the ‘neutral’ language and processes of science, law, and the 

economy (Foucault, 1980).  

The state is presented and conceived as a neutral arbiter instead of a political device. The positivist 

approach of policy development creates a distance between policy makers and those affected, in the 

process absolving policy makers from responsibility for outcomes. Through such depoliticisation 

processes, decisions “become naturalized, presented…as forms of rationalization partly inevitable and 

desirable” especially in times of crisis/roll-out (De Nardis, 2017, p.347). A case in point is when, in 2020, 

asylum seekers in distress were left stranded at sea for a prolonged period of time and prohibited from 

disembarking in Malta. The political decision was rationalised as a health preventative measure in the 

context of COVID-19 and extolled as an ‘inevitable desirability’ (Tazzioli & Stierl, 2021). 

Indeed, the “framing of the migration management as a 'crisis' has been used to justify extraordinary 

and exceptional measures” characterised by “rapid, informal and flexible policy instruments” in violation 

of the rule of law and fundamental rights and freedoms (Baldwin-Edwards et al., 2019, p.11). The 

migration crisis is thus characterised by both politicisation and depoliticisation, with political decisions 

being framed in objective terms through positivist policy-making processes and with policy-making 

processes justifying political discourse and interests.  

The above discussion provides a number of reflections for addressing the policy crisis of the 

humanitarian crisis of migration. A main acknowledgement is that policy-making is theoretical, 

administrative, but intrinsically political (Yeatman, 1990). Thus, despite the administrative and 

theoretical knowledge of effective policy development processes, it is first and foremost a political 

process that defines and manages an ideological, moral viewpoint through a partisan electoral lens of 

vested interests. Indeed, policymaking is “neither objective nor neutral; it is an inherently political 

process” (Sutcliffe and Court, 2005, p.iii).  

Policy Crisis: A Critical Examination? 

The success of migration policies has been widely criticised for their “failure to steer immigration and 

their hypothesised unintended, counterproductive effects” (de Haas, 2011, p.2), so much so that the 

crisis of migration presents a policy crisis, characterised by fragmentation, incongruencies and 

contradictions.  

The migration crisis is indeed characterised by all three policy gaps identified by Czaika and de Haas 

(2013) as explanations for perceived or real policy failure. It is characterised by the ‘discursive gap’ due 

to the substantial gap between the discourse and rhetoric promoted by policy makers and actual policy, 

the ‘implementation gap’ between written policies and their implementation, and also by an ‘efficacy’ 

gap, arising from the envisaged outcomes and actual impact of the policy (de Haas, 2011). Such gaps 

grow wider and further apart with each successive stage in policy development and programme 

implementation as policy outcomes increasingly mismatch their desired and rhetorical objectives. In 

acknowledgement that this widening gap may be the direct result of the fragmentation, incongruence, 

and contradictions inherent within the policy crisis,  “it is not enough to be aware of the policy-

implementation gap; [but] we need better ideas on how to fix it” (Hudson et al., 2019, p.12).  

It is thus pivotal for policy development and implementation processes to become integrated 

processes rather than fragmented, separate phases (Ansell et al., 2017). Addressing this policy crisis 

demands a critical examination of its various dimensions, through a deconstruction of existing narratives 

and discourses of the ‘problem’ and ‘solution’ of migration, with the aim of reconstructing a new and 

more inclusive narrative which appreciates the complexity, multiplicity, and inter-relationships of these 

problems and solutions. It also demands a policy development and programme implementation model 
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considerate of processes of ‘nonlinearity’, ‘unpredictability’, and ‘adaptability’ (Braithwaite et al., 2018).  

These problems and solutions need to be re-examined primarily within the context of a humanitarian 

policy lens rather than an economic, diplomatic, or securitisation issue.  

In addition to the framing of the ‘problem’ and ‘solution’, critical examination needs to be undertaken 

with regard to the application of the positivist policy cycle model with its claims of objectivity, rationality, 

and neutrality. Framing the policy development process as resulting from a neutrally designed 

standardised procedure wrongly suggests that the process is also transparent, fair, and just. It thus 

neutralises its political underpinnings through positivist objectivist discourse and shrouds it in ‘scientific’ 

terms, thereby presenting it as the only plausible, rational, and effective approach. This positivist 

approach, backed by empirical evidence generally based on official data, existing neoliberal overarching 

policies, and prevalent discourses of the crisis of migration, reflects and at the same time reproduces 

existing discourses and narratives of the migration crisis problem and solution. This sustains the view 

that the crisis of migration could be analysed and ‘solved’ independently of politics and ideology. The 

scientification of the process, based on deductive reasoning, attempts to legitimise the problem and 

solution by justifying the policy-implementation gap through a theory-testing /experimentation went 

wrong approach, as exceptions rather than the rule. Yet, each and every person is a unique experiment 

and exception in migration: those who had to flee for humanitarian, economic, and environmental 

reasons, those who have been indiscriminately detained, those who have been abused, raped, and 

exploited, and all those who have lost their lives or their loved ones in transit. Each person is an 

exception that makes the rule – a crisis of migration characterised by xenophobia, racism, discrimination, 

and exploitation. 

Policies of immigration are shaped by “the dialectic between interests, institutions, and ideas evolving 

at the intersection of domestic and international spheres” (Natter, 2018, p.5). As a result, addressing the 

crisis of migration demands full acknowledgement of its discursive political nature and the multiple 

vested interests of varied actors and institutions.  

Hudson et al. (2019, p.2) refer to four main contributing factors to policy failure: exceedingly optimistic 

expectancies; dispersed governance; insufficient collaboration; and failure arising from the ‘vagaries’ of 

political cycles. Whilst all these factors are main contributors to the migration policy crisis, significant 

failure arises from the depoliticisation of the migration crisis. 

The depoliticisation of the crisis of migration is evident from the fact that, despite acknowledgement 

of the various factors that might trigger migration, the crisis is generally and largely portrayed as an 

unprompted self-occurring phenomenon. Indeed, the various factors explaining migration tend to 

confirm this abstracted and uncontextualised, yet unnaturalised process. Even when explained through 

economic terms via push and pull factors or framed through humanitarian discourse, the migration crisis 

is presented as a non-politicised process, primarily defined and targeted through its impact rather than 

its underlying root causes. The crisis of migration is not officially postulated within the contextualisation 

of the neoliberal agenda, which puts profit before people and elevates capital over fundamental rights 

and well-being. This, despite evidence that migration is intrinsically resultant from “capital accumulation 

and the hierarchies that sustain it, including features such as imperialist war, economic and ecological 

crises, and the deep-seated neoliberal restructuring” (Hanieh, 2019, p.54). Yet, this fundamental 

recognition of the root causes of migration is generally overlooked in public discourse on migration since 

it incriminates Western nations and other powerful entities in the world economy (Hanieh, 2019).  

Addressing the crisis of migration thus demands a critical examination of the role played by the neo-

liberal capitalist agenda of the West, which reaps profit from the armaments industry, the black-market 

economy, the human trafficking for its sex industry, and the exploitation and precarious employment of 

irregular and illegalised migrants. Immigration policy is indeed characterised by ‘client politics’ because 

while its cost is dispersed amongst the general community, its benefits are largely clustered among a 

small elitist group (Freeman, 1995).  

Asylum seekers and migrants are also required within a capitalist framework for consolidating the 

social strata, the creation of moral panic for fortifying support for populist agendas and offering a reserve 

army of labour and an easy scapegoat for when things go awry.  The superior ‘us’ and inferior ‘them’ 

dichotomy implicit in the neoliberal policy agenda perpetrates the colonial mentality of divide, rule, and 
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conquer. Within the context of this contemporary capitalist framework characterised by inequitable 

development, migrants are simultaneously pushed and pulled by capital, where “the ‘pull’ is casually 

linked to the ‘push’ (and vice-versa) in a mutually reinforcing process” (Hanieh, 2019, p.54). 

Within a neo-liberal agenda, everything becomes profitable - saving people in distress through 

search and rescue and humanitarian operations or safeguarding the native population from the ‘influx’ 

of ‘illegal’ migration through push-backs, repatriation, and detention, but also through ‘positive’ 

integration and assimilation processes. Irrespective of their contradictory posits, all policies, though the 

right media spins and political discourse serve the electoral agenda and its vested interests, i.e., capital. 

Whilst offering policy-makers ‘escape hatches’ from responsibility (Clay & Schaffer, 1984), the 

humanitarian migration crisis points to the fact that, unfortunately, migration policies are little more than 

“dramaturgical acts aimed at national and world audiences” to make them “appear more modern and 

civilized” (FitzGerald & Cook-Martin, 2014, p.21).  

Through the issue of migration, “interest led policymaking” has indeed led to the creation of “a 

convenient crisis” (Baldwin-Edwards et al., 2019, p.2148), enabling national governments and the EU 

to expand their competencies, without due demonstration of competency. The framing of migration as 

a crisis is thus being utilised as a means to “further deepen neoliberal market-led development models” 

(Hanieh, 2019, p.53) 

As managerialism has taken over public policy, policies on humanitarian migration become de facto 

anti-immigration policies, as their ultimate main objective is that of deterring and pushing away asylum-

seeking migration. At the same time, integration policies become market policies that pull and push 

migrants from their country of origin for their assimilation and exploitation in the host community labour 

market. The contradictions of capitalism indeed enable the reconciling of framing migration as a problem 

in discourse, whilst exploiting it as a resource in practice. 

Within the context of this hegemonic power of neoliberal capitalism (Gramsci, 1971), which extols 

discourses of human rights and freedoms in theory but normalises and supports social strata and 

exploitation in practice, unfortunately, the crisis of migration will remain a humanitarian crisis as long as 

its policy crisis embedded in positivist models of rationality is not equally and unequivocally resolved.   

Thus, in addressing the crisis of migration, “there is an absolute need for self-awareness and self-

criticism in policy-making processes...all is to be questioned. Nothing is to be taken for granted. Nothing 

is innocuous” (Clay &Schaffer, 1984, p.192).  

It is indeed this false impression of innocuity that makes policy such a dangerous weapon in the 

hands of those who hide behind its benevolent façade, their total disregard for human life!   
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Abstract 

Identities are formed through intertwined interactions amongst people, in the context of societal and 

institutional practices. Thus, experiences of migration impact the individual formation of different self-

understandings, which need to navigate different cultures simultaneously. The study looks at the 

experiences of first and second-generation migrants who are intercultural companions in the 

Migrantour network. As Migrantour is a project aimed at creating a comprehensive view of cultures, 

combat stigma, and foster inclusion, the intercultural companions play a significant role in developing 

personalised narratives, mixing autobiographical and non-autobiographical testimonies with historical 

facts, to create a rich tour which makes everyone the protagonist of their own story. Through this 

acquired agency, intercultural companions develop a self-understanding of themselves, as well as a 

communal identity as part of a network. 

 

Keywords: Transnationalism; emotional transnationalism; migration studies; transnational identity 

Introduction  

Migration entails the movement of people across countries, cultures, and social environments. In an 

increasingly connected world, one of the concepts to describe the cross-national links created by 

migrants has taken the name of transnationalism.  

The term transmigrant is used to conceptualise how migrants develop and maintain relations - 

familial, economic, social, and political- across multiple countries (Schiller et al., 1992a). The literature 

highlights how the range of actions across national borders exacerbates concerns about rights and 

citizenship, as well as stirring an academic and emotional debate on the effects of double cultural 

influences on migrants. On one hand, the juxtaposition of various cultures can cause distress and 

negative emotional states in migrants and possibly lead to a perceived absence both from the culture of 

origin and in the new country of residency (Saada, 2000; Wolf, 2002). However, maintaining the beliefs 

and values of the culture of origin can also have a positive guiding value and result in positive 

behavioural and psychological consequences (Falicov, 2006; Gu, 2010).  

The focus of this paper is the formation of identity by transnational migrants. Identity is understood 

as performed, dynamic, culturally located, and constructed via social interactions and in relation to the 

institutions (Benwell, 2006).  

The paper presents a review of the concept of transnationalism and its more commonly understood 

applications and dwell specifically into emotional transnationalism and the theoretical framework of 
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transnational identity. Then, after a detailed introduction to the Migrantour project, the analysis is 

presented, followed by the limitations and conclusion.  

The initiative of Migrantour, developed in Turin in 2009 to foster new narratives about migration and 

social inclusion, is analysed. The Manifesto of Migrantour is inspired by an African proverb, “the 

footprints of people who walk together are never erased” (“Manifesto Migrantour”, 2022). Through the 

project, first and second-generation migrants, trained as intercultural companions, accompany tours’ 

participants along routes which represent key places for intercultural exchange, or places which have 

been stigmatised in negative ways, in order to challenge the stigma and stimulate the creation of a new 

narrative, in a joint moment of connection between the intercultural companion and the beneficiaries of 

the tour.  

Becoming an intercultural companion means embarking on a journey through which, followed by the 

expertise of anthropologists and local experts (museum guides, academics, municipal leaders), first and 

second-generation migrants acquire professional competencies acquired in part from the expertise of 

cultural mediators and tour guides (Vietti, 2019). As a result, these new professional figures can merge 

their autobiographical stories with other migration testimonies and incorporate the multiculturality of the 

city, enriching the storytelling with objects, interviews, and pictures (Vietti, 2019).  

During the training and the experience as an intercultural companion, the migrants themselves are 

encouraged to reflect on their own story and their own identity. The intercultural companions can also 

personalise the tour in different ways, relating it to their personal experiences or passions.  

 The project has now been extended to a wide network of European cities, and it provides training to 

people with a migration background to become “intercultural companions” along urban routes. This 

aspect sparked an interest in investigating whether this project has created or strengthened a 

transnational connection to their country of origin, as well as the host community.  

In order to do this, we conducted in-depth interviews with ten intercultural companions, three of whom 

are local coordinators, with a focus on their individual identity reflections and how participation in the 

Migrantour project impacted the perception and construction of their identity, their connection with their 

home country, and with the host country.  

As identity is constructed through the interaction with the social and institutional context, the 

opportunity given as an intercultural companion to meet and engage with a multitude of people, and 

reflect on one’s own heritage and contribution to society, was expected to possibly contribute to the 

construction of certain aspects of identity. After offering an overview of the literature on transnationalism 

and emotional transnationalism, we focus on how that connects to identity and may explain identity as 

self-understanding. The analysis reveals how intercultural companions develop a different self-

understanding related to their increased protagonism within the narrative about migration, and a feeling 

of agency and of giving back to society. Moreover, a communal identity is formed within the Migrantour 

network, promoting another form of self-understanding and sense of belonging.  

This research is relevant as it contributes to the academic debate on transnational identity, which is 

still a contested concept. It also connects the literature on emotional transnationalism, which is an under-

researched field that so far mostly focuses on the familiar dimension; yet, this paper offers insights into 

the wider field of migrants’ self-perception of identity and belonging in the sphere of social relations. 

Although the generalisability is not universal, as the focus is on participants of one specific project, the 

research aims to gain a rich understanding of those individual perceptions. Therefore, there is no 

intention to disproportionally apply this to a larger population. Moreover, on the societal level, reflecting 

on projects such as Migrantour and the impact they have on migrants can be informative for the 

development of future similar initiatives.  

Literature review  

What is transnationalism? 

The concept of transnationalism originated at the end of the 19th century, when the United States 

received large numbers of immigrants from non-Anglo-Saxon countries, adding a new ethnic perspective 
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to the American landscape beyond the dominant racial discourse (Bradatan et al., 2010; Roudometof, 

2005). Transnational feelings and ties played an important role in the lives and organisations of 

immigrant communities in the United States before 1950, making the concept of transnationalism a long-

standing issue (Roudometof, 2005).  

Globalisation has facilitated the creation of transnational social spaces, highlighting how the notion 

of transnationalism diminishes the importance of territoriality (Roudometof, 2005; Waldinger, 2013). 

Thus, transnationalism encompasses activities and beliefs that span across countries, and in doing so, 

it opposes the notion of nationalism, and to a certain extent to that of cosmopolitanism, which has a 

moral and ethical connotation (Roudometof, 2005; Waldinger, 2013). 

Over the last decades, the concept has stretched to include a wide range of issues concerned with 

international migration. International migration inherently encompasses a multiplicity of involvements in 

the home and host societies, be it material, such as financial transactions known as remittances, letters, 

cross-border activism, and visits, or non-material, such as cross-border social movements, religious 

movements, maintaining beliefs, cultural capital, and emotional bonds (Roudometof, 2005; Schiller et 

al., 1992b; Waldinger, 2013). Transnational interactions are conceptualised as “taking place among 

people and institutions in two or more separate ‘containers’ or nation-states” (Roudometof, 2005, p. 

199).  

The transnationality of populations exists within the framework of nation-states and nationalism, 

which entails concerns on matters of rights, citizenship, political participation, and national identity in 

both the home and host countries (Waldinger, 2013). While acknowledging the impact that these forces 

exert on transnational interactions, in this paper, these aspects are not investigated in depth as they do 

not directly fall under the scope of this research.  

The material connections of transnationality have been largely studied. The development in 

communication and transportation technologies has allowed cross-country and cross-continental 

connections through deliveries, mail, or phone calls (Waldinger, 2013). Moreover, mail allows for the 

sending of remittances, which started providing some countries with stable income flows and sometimes 

had a big economic impact (Esteves & Khoudour-Castéras, 2009). Since 2015, remittances have been 

the largest source of external finance flows to low-and middle-income countries (Ratha et al., 2023). As 

of 2023, there is an estimated increase of 3.8 percent in the remittance flows, which has come to reach 

about USD 669 billion (Ratha et al., 2023). Besides economic ties, political influence is also a key aspect 

of transnational activities: for instance, campaign contributions from the US account for 10 to 15% of the 

revenue of political parties in the Dominican Republic (Guarnizo et al., 2003). Another example is that 

of political support through cross-border voting, demonstrations, or engagement in hometown 

associations’ projects in the region of origin (Østergaard‐Nielsen, 2003).  

Emotional transnationalism  

At the same time, there is another aspect of transnationalism, which goes beyond the circulation of 

material goods and ideas and focuses on the cultural and social relations between the home and host 

society. Wolf (2002) first conceptualised it as emotional transnationalism, when referring to second-

generation migrants, who maintain ties “at the level of emotions, ideologies, and cultural code” in a way 

that places them “between different generational and locational points of reference, both the real and 

imagined – their parents, sometimes their grandparents and other relatives – and their own” (p. 258). 

This explains the juxtaposition of several cultural and emotional spheres while inhabiting one 

geographical location.  

This weaving of identity out of multiple belonging and affiliation could also result in “double absence” 

(Saada, 2000, p. 37). This expression refers to the contradiction of being, on the one hand, absent from 

the society of origin, and somehow distant in cultural and psychological terms. On the other hand, the 

immigrant stays at the outskirts of the host society, even after naturalisation, as the legal recognition 

does not necessarily erase the stigma and change the immigrant’s social condition (Saada, 2000).  

Although the first conceptualisation of the term entails a negative emotional state, namely distress, 

emotional transnationalism might also refer to positive emotions, which arise in individuals when they 

can embrace their culture, for instance (Gu, 2010). It is also possible to define emotional 
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transnationalism as “the emotions experienced when immigrants […] search for behavioural guidance 

and a foundation for moral judgments from the cultural norms of both their sending and receiving 

societies” (Gu, 2010, p. 691). In fact, perpetuating cultural narratives and maintaining a connection with 

the place of origin has a protective positive impact on migrants’ mental state, as opposed to rapid 

assimilation, which correlates more with symptoms of depression and anxiety (Falicov, 2006). 

Most of the research on emotional transnationalism focuses on the familiar dimension, which entails 

the explanation of deep emotional bonds within a tight-knit circle of individuals. However, there is a lack 

of research on the emotional sphere of individuals regarding their own identity, in relation to their material 

and emotional engagement across their home and host societies.  

The literature presented so far indicates that transnational activities that take place between different 

nation-states and cultures impact the emotional relations migrants hold across borders. Consequently, 

these relations impact their own self-understanding and how they relate to others.  

Therefore, this research aims to investigate how participating in Migrantour as intercultural 

companions affects the construction of a transnational identity. Moreover, there is an expectation that, 

since the experience as intercultural companions has some impact on the construction of identity, it will 

also bear some impact on the relations with the home and host country. In the following paragraphs, the 

theoretical framework used to understand identity, as well as the methodology used to conduct the 

research, are explained. 

 Theoretical Framework 

Transnational identity  

The introductory outline on transnationalism above is meant to emphasise how migration generates 

cross-border connections, with the establishment of social fields across geographic and cultural borders 

(Schiller et al., 1992a). Thus, immigrants are understood to be transmigrants when they “develop and 

maintain multiple relations- familial, economic, social, organisational, religious, and political- that span 

borders” (Schiller et al., 1992a, p. ix).  

The issue inevitably dwells on the identity and the construction of it, by migrants in the habitation of 

different societies simultaneously. The research takes a constructionist approach to identity, which sees 

it as performed, dynamic, culturally located, and constructed in interaction with other people and 

institutional structures (Benwell, 2006). Therefore, narration is a way of constructing identity as one can 

embody one’s experience in several ways to understand the world, oneself, and build different versions 

of this self (Benwell, 2006). Seeing identity as a building process of the self is congenial in the discourse 

on transnational immigrants, as it allows us to understand how the subject can maintain multiple 

identities.  

Identities are not just articulated by the individual and their own social relations, but they are also 

constituted by public discourse, popular culture, and ideology (Ewing, 2004). Identity is both a category 

of practice and one of analysis (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). As a category of practice, it relates to 

everyday social experience, as it is experienced by social actors in their lives, without the abstractive 

lenses of analysis (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). Therefore, we can also speak of social identity when it is 

“created and maintained through interaction with people belonging to the same social unit and language” 

(Bradatan et al. 2010, p.176). However, in this collective understanding, it could also be conceptualised 

as “sameness among members of a group or category” (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000, p. 7). Brubaker and 

Cooper (2000) distinguish five analytical meanings, which can then be narrowed down to three spheres 

of the term identity. First, there is a general understanding of identity as a non-instrumental mode of 

social and political action. It refers to how actors are governed by particularistic self-understandings 

(Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). Self-understanding is a term that can designate the “situated subjectivity”, 

meaning how people make sense of who they are, their social location, and how they are prepared to 

act (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000, p. 17). This does not entail a unitary understanding of the self as 

homogenous and coherent, but rather as a web of intersecting categories with different proximity and 

intensity (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). Secondly, identity can be used collectively to highlight fundamental 
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sameness across social groups (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). Lastly, identity can be considered to be a 

product of social and political action, or a fragmented product of multiple and competing discourses 

(Brubaker & Cooper, 2000).  

While recognising the multifaceted theoretical bundle around the concept of identity, the present 

focus is on the first meaning of identity as one of self-understanding. Transmigrants can draw upon and 

create fluid identities grounded in the society of origin as well as the host societies (Schiller et al., 1992a). 

Transnational identities are social identities that transcend state boundaries (Cronin, 1998). Some 

migrants choose to define themselves through their place of origin, while others prefer to define 

themselves through the new country of residence (Bradatan et al., 2010). As identity is developed 

through interaction with other people and institutional structures, immigrants with little to no connection 

to the new people, culture, and society will be unlikely to experience a change in their identity, thus 

remaining more connected to their community of origin (Benwell, 2006; Bradatan et al., 2010).  

Against this backdrop, the analysis of the experiences of intercultural companions of the Migrantour 

is guided through this conception of identity as a performed, dynamic, and constructed self-

understanding. 

Methodology 

To investigate how the experience as intercultural companions in the Migrantour network has a role 

in the building of identity of migrants and their feelings towards the home and host country, we conducted 

in-depth interviews with people with a migratory background who are, or have been active as, 

intercultural companions in a city of the Migrantour network.  

As a sample, we considered the entirety of intercultural companions from the cities adhering to the 

Migrantour project. The first criterion was that the participants have a migration background, thus they 

are first-generation migrants or second-generation migrants, as the research dwells on the self-identity 

of migrants. The second criterion was that they speak English and/or Italian proficiently, as they were 

asked to deliberate on several topics, which required proficiency and comfort in speaking the language. 

Lastly, an additional criterion was the availability of technology, and the proficiency in the use of apps 

like Zoom, Google Meet, or the WhatsApp video call function, as the interviews were held online to 

increase the geographical scope of the sample and include respondents from several cities of the 

Migrantour network. 

In all, we conducted ten semi-structured interviews with intercultural companions, three of which are 

local coordinators in Turin, Milan, and Utrecht. The semi-structured format was chosen because of its 

flexible nature, which allows the researcher to pick up on important themes that emerge during the 

interviews, while having some common ground among the interviews for analysis (Bryman, 2012). The 

questions were open-ended to encourage a detailed and personalised narration by the interviewees. In 

fact, the use of in-depth interviews was considered an appropriate method for the scope of this research 

topic as it allowed the researcher to create a connection with the interviewees and understand the 

participants’ social reality, thus the process of constructing their identity (Rutledge & Hogg, 2020). The 

questions touched upon the participants’ perception of themselves, then the connection to Migrantour, 

what it represented for them, and in what way they felt affected by the participation in the network. 

Moreover, questions focused on the relationship with other intercultural companions, the meaning of 

having a network of people with similar experiences around, and the significance of the interaction with 

other people who partake in the tours as beneficiaries, or secondary participants (e.g., business owners, 

market vendors). The questions are presented in Appendix A.  

The interviews were then transcribed in full and coded in several rounds by using Atlas.ti to identify 

common themes. Most of the interviews were conducted in Italian; therefore, the transcripts are in the 

original language, while the themes emerging from them were then translated into English for the 

analysis.  
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Ethical Issues 

The participants were recruited through email or WhatsApp private messages. In the messages, the 

scope of the interviews, the aims of the paper, and what the participation entailed (i.e., an interview of 

about thirty minutes, online, with an interviewer) were explained. Those who agreed to take part were 

also asked for consent before proceeding with the interview and its recording. Moreover, the 

interviewees were informed that the recordings were going to be transcribed, with the eventual 

anonymised transcriptions being used for the analysis. The real names of the interviewees were thus 

hidden, and in this paper, we do not share any personal information about them besides the country of 

origin, on those occasions when it is mentioned in the quotes used in the analysis.  

Operationalisation 

For its operationalisation, the concept of identity can be quite a broad term. Therefore, the term self-

understanding (concezione di sè, in Italian) was also used to ask participants to reflect on their 

experience. This was done by asking interviewees to reflect on how they see themselves, and how this 

perception has changed as a result of external factors relating to their experience with Migrantour. Then, 

since identity is formed also through interaction with other people and institutional structures (Benwell, 

2006), some questions were directed towards the relationship of the participants with other intercultural 

companions and the broader public (participants who attend the tours, local municipalities…).  

Analysis 

Introduction to Migrantour  

Migrantour is an initiative first developed in 2009 in Turin, Italy, by a group of anthropologists from 

the University of Turin, the University of Genoa, and the Intercultural Centre of Turin (Centro 

Interculturale della Città di Torino) (Vietti, 2019). The initial idea was to promote a form of responsible 

tourism that has citizens with a background of migration in their personal or familiar history as the 

protagonists of intercultural urban tours (Migrantour, 2024). The narrators of the tours are first- or 

second-generation migrants who develop the tour trajectories, connect with other residents of the 

neighbourhoods and other local bodies, and therefore develop the narrative accordingly. Thus, the role 

of the intercultural companion who creates a bridge between the expertise of an intercultural mediator 

and a touristic guide was born (Vietti, 2019). The first course for intercultural companions was held in 

Turin by Viaggi Solidali, a tour operator for responsible tourism. The intercultural companions are trained 

by learning different techniques of storytelling, autobiographic narration, and ethnography to investigate 

the field and carry on participant observations, interviews, and mapping the urban neighbourhoods 

where the tours are done, and create a heritage of common practices and knowledge (Vietti, 2019, 

2020).  

The initiative raised interest and proved to be successful; therefore, the project “Migrantour: a 

European network of migrant driven intercultural routes to understand cultural diversity” was born as a 

European Union (EU) co-funded project conducted in 9 European cities (Vietti, 2019). The network 

further expanded in 2018, when Brussels and Ljubljana joined the network, as well as new Italian cities 

(Vietti, 2019).  

The model proposed by Migrantour considers migration as a synthesis of stories, memories, 

practices, knowledge, places, urbanistic and architectonic heritage, material and non-material goods, 

which generations of migrants can trace back to and use to reclaim their identity, their voice, and their 

contribution to the urbanistic and societal changes (Vietti, 2019).  In the first ten years of activity, around 

six hundred migrants were trained as intercultural companions, and an estimated 30,000 people 

participated in the tours (Vietti, 2019). 

Turning to the aims of the project, the core of the initiative revolves around encounter and 

participation (Vietti, 2020). The protagonists of the stories are the migrants who narrate their own life 

experience, their family history, and the city in which they live every day. At the same time, those 
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narratives also allow for other people’s stories to blend in; shop owners, bakers, butchers, and workers 

of the city are invited in to share their culture and their perspective.  

After conducting interviews with ten intercultural companions, the analysis highlights two dimensions 

in which participation in Migrantour has influenced the construction of identity: on an individual level, 

through active participation, which entails a confirmation of personal values, a sense of giving to others, 

and the self-worth associated with becoming a protagonist. Then, there is a communal dimension related 

to the exchange with others. Moreover, the analysis dwells on the applicability of the term transnational 

to describe the individual and communal identities that are constructed.  

Themes  

The ten interviewees were all women, of different ages, occupations, and backgrounds. Eight of them 

were first-generation migrants, and two were second-generation migrants who were born in Italy. All 

participants but one currently live in Italy, and are intercultural companions in the Migrantour Milano, 

Torino, and Roma.  

Self-Awareness  

The first pattern that was uncovered during the analysis was the difference between people’s 

predispositions for self-reflection. Some people spoke at length about how they have learned to appease 

different parts of their identity throughout their whole lives.  

In one interview, C. reveals:  

“I have always felt and clearly knew where I came from, how I am, and the role I have here; I didn’t 

discover it here. I picture in my head perfectly my situation, who I am, and how my identity is 

shaped […]. However, yes, I feel like it (Migrantour) was a beautiful way to tell other people who I 

am.”  

This quote illustrates how people who were already confident in their identity and how they wanted 

to configure it, what words to use to describe it, found in Migrantour a way to illustrate this previous 

conception of themselves, and celebrate it.  

L. described that for her, finding the project was “Like a ring that perfectly fits my finger […] and it 

has reiterated, complemented, and enhanced my (cultural) diversity.” 

This sense of awareness of one’s perception of self was always accompanied by an understanding 

of the different parts of their identity. The participants all explained how their family and personal history 

were entrenched in multiculturalism, being immersed in different environments and traditions, and 

making sense of those from very early on in life.  

For them, the participation in Migrantour was therefore not an occasion to change their own 

perception of their culture, belonging, or personal history as migrants in Italy, but rather a way to 

showcase those stories to others and partake in a project that celebrates the personal identities of 

migrants.  

At the same time, other participants highlighted how their work on self-reflection and understanding 

was stimulated by their participation in Migrantour and therefore sparked an exploration of their 

positionality as migrants in society and sometimes of their culture. When speaking with these 

interviewees, what was clear was that the exposure to other cultures and the curiosity of other people 

expressed during the tours instigated personal research about their own culture(s) of origin and their 

identity. 

This quick distinction between previous levels of self-awareness of one’s identity brings us to the 

main dimensions of analysis discussed below.  

Giving as a gain 

As previously discussed, one of the main premises proposed by Migrantour is the effort to empower 

migrants to become protagonists of their own narratives. This is seen as a counteraction to those 

mainstream discourses which stigmatise migrants either under a negative lens as criminals, relating to 

spheres of illegality, taking advantage of the system, or leaching off the rest of the citizens (Kubal, 2014), 
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or a more feel-good narrative which victimises migrants as powerless and incapable (Smets et al., 2019).  

Conversely, in Migrantour, intercultural companions are locals who contribute to and extensively know 

the places in which they live and operate the tours, therefore gaining agency to speak not only about 

their own stories, but also about these locations (Ormond & Vietti, 2022). Thus, the intercultural 

companions become protagonists both as locals who experience the city every day and as migrants 

who have a cultural baggage of heritage, knowledge, and tradition.  

The importance of this aspect was reiterated during the interviews. As previously discussed, some 

participants became intercultural companions while coming from a position of interest, but lacking 

awareness of their value as migrants or the importance of their voices. Participants reported how 

sometimes they felt ashamed because of the stigmatisation of people from their country as criminals, or 

the widespread idea of a migrant as someone “who only comes to take from the country” (M, 2024). The 

feeling of shame sometimes caused efforts to refrain from speaking the mother tongue in public or trying 

to learn the language better.  

However, their experience with Migrantour led to the realisation of the relevance, richness, and 

importance of the cultural background of migration they carry with them.  

M. summarised the experience of acquired awareness in a salient way:  

“With Migrantour I understood that as a migrant I was important, very important […] I could also 

give a lot to others […] I brought with me a baggage of many things, cultures, knowledge, 

traditions, which are also significant for the society that I came to.”  

 Gaining awareness of the richness of the culture and stories contributed to more curiosity and growth 

in confidence, as well as efforts to connect to the culture of origin. This change of narrative of the migrant 

being able to give something back contributes to the acceptance of one’s role in society as an active 

member. This connects to the notion of self-understanding, which entails people’s awareness of who 

they are and how they are prepared to act (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). Respondents highlighted how 

they came to discover the importance of their stories, how they can be “healthy carriers of culture and 

traditions”, and how, as migrants, they are worthy” (M, 2024). Moreover, the emphasis put by the 

Migrantour training on personal experiences enhances the individual perceptions of the burden to 

represent a whole culture. R. explained how she feels like she cannot “represent all Romanians” or be 

an “absolute carrier of the culture”, but she can represent her lived experience in certain places at certain 

given times.  

The dimension of being able to give, therefore, becomes formative to a conception of the self as an 

active agent of society. The value it acquires is both relevant on the individual level, as their personal or 

familiar stories matter, and on the community level, as the narrative enriches others and allows for 

traditions and heritage to shine. The gain of confidence and pride in the identity of migrant also 

contributes to an added exploration and interplay between the cultures.  

One intercultural companion highlighted how she included the cultural relevance of products from 

her home country in the tours she conducts; another woman focused on how the possibility to embrace 

her culture and share it with other people also sparked her curiosity in getting involved with the 

Romanian community in her city and in discovering new traditions. Therefore, the participation in 

Migrantour reinforces the identitarian aspect of being a migrant, which consequently directs action in 

the form of increased engagement in the culture of origin and an enhanced establishment of the 

participants’ perceived worth.  

Lastly, the importance of the aspect of giving was particularly highlighted when speaking of educating 

others. As previously stated, the intercultural companions participate in the co-creation of the maps of 

the tours. Then, even once the tours are established, each companion can personalise the narration 

according to their personal experiences, affiliations, and preferences.  

Intercultural companions feel like their role is “educational” and enables them to “contrast other 

narrations that they (participants to the tours) hear elsewhere, for them to learn to critically reflect on 

what they hear” (A, 2024). For example, the educational sphere became a great theme of discussion 

related to the participation of schools in the tours, as it is an opportunity to speak with younger 

generations about racism, and Italy’s history as a country of emigration as well as immigration.  
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Part of the educational aspect also lies in the humanisation of the phenomenon of migration. 

Intercultural companions can offer a new perspective on the neighbourhoods, the people who live in 

them, and the phenomenon of migration in general, which entails not only their own stories but the 

stories of other people as well. Therefore, the stops of the tour include the halal butchery at the Porta 

Palazzo market in Turin, the Peruvian grocery store in Via Padova in Milan, or the House of Islamic 

Culture in Milan. 

Creating empathy is also a goal of the Migrantour. Narrating a migration story and then adding 

biographical elements or introducing the participants to people who can share their own stories is 

deemed to be very impactful. “I think people are left most changed when they understand something 

from an experience that someone has had, and that has emotion in it, and that has stakes to it.” (M, 

2024).  

Therefore, through the intercultural companion’s narratives, the participants can get in touch with 

realities that they have never had a direct connection with before, and this helps them to be “more 

human”, “closer to each other”, as well as “forge empathy for people”.  

 As the educational aspect enriches the self-understanding of the intercultural companion singularly, 

it also contributes to the relational aspect of identity, which is further expanded on in the next section.  

To conclude, a personal interest and sensitivity towards specific topics, such as the sensitisation to 

racist narratives or the reflection upon emigration and immigration in the Italian context, can shape the 

direction of the tour and contribute to the participation and agency over the narrative by the intercultural 

companions.  

Encounter with others: becoming all protagonists 

Another fundamental aspect of the construction of identity through participation in Migrantour lies 

within the relational aspect of identity. When seen as a dialectic interplay of relations with the social and 

institutional environment, the way in which relations are created with others impacts the self-

understanding of people (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000).  

The way in which intercultural companions experience the connection with other people is through 

exchange. The exchange is a mutual process happening both with the other intercultural companions, 

with the beneficiaries of the tours, and with the people who are involved in the tours during the various 

stops.  

The exchange with other intercultural companions is a dimension the relevance of which is posited 

from the co-creation of the tours to the creation of friendships, and the occasional gatherings of the 

network to discuss common practices, experiences, share personal stories, or foods from different parts 

of the world. 

The exchange provides an occasion to learn information to share during the tours, as well as for 

personal enrichment:  

“We bring our food, we tell stories from our countries about different traditions […] so when I go to 

the halal butcher, I am able to say accurate things and talk about real traditions with factual 

knowledge because it's things I heard of and experienced myself” (M. 2024).  

 The relational aspect is thus of the utmost importance, and it is seen as a mutual enrichment. 

Moreover, united by the fact that there are widespread self-understandings of the self as migrants, this 

individual-level awareness contributes to the creation of a sense of belonging.  

Intercultural companions explained in the interviews how experiencing stigmatisation, difficulties on 

the job market, or accustoming to living in a new country, had created a feeling which can be described 

using the concept of “double absence”, thus not fully participating in either the country of origin or the 

new country of residence (Sayad, 1988 in Saada, 2000, p.37). This was described negatively as not 

feeling important, trying to hide foreign origins, or feeling out of place. However, participating in the 

Migrantour has provided a sense of belonging to a group.  

”It is important to me to know that there is this group to which I feel I belong to, no? When I feel 

like I don’t belong in other groups, at least I have this, to know I belong to the Migrantour group, 

and this is crucial to me” (L. 2024). 
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As it is exemplified by this quote by L., the construction of the understanding of the self transcends 

the individual sphere and contributes to the creation of a collective identity.  

This sentiment is fostered, starting with participation in the training. O. recalls that “the way in which 

they organised the training, the way in which we interacted with each other, the stories we told, etc., 

they made me feel at home, since I was able to build an identity in this way”.  

Collective identities entail an emotionally laden sense of solidarity to a specific group (Brubaker & 

Cooper, 2000). In this sense, commonality, meaning the sharing of common attributes, and 

connectedness, meaning the linkage between members of the group, can be used to describe how the 

commonality of relatable experiences, and the participation to a common project guided by similar aims, 

create a feeling of belonging thus a collective identity as parts of the Migrantour network (Brubaker & 

Cooper, 2000). Moreover, another sphere is that of the exchange with beneficiaries of the tours and 

other people who also participate in the new narratives portrayed during the walks.  

As many intercultural companions explain, a part of the training and of the tours is that of giving 

access to the stories of other people and allowing them to have the spotlight to narrate their experiences 

and let them become protagonists of their own stories. In this sense, Migrantour allows migrants to be 

protagonists in a broader sense, which includes both the intercultural companions who, during the tours, 

represent the main voice, but also the people they choose to include during the tours. As already 

mentioned, the aspect of humanisation of migration also has a great emotional impact. The construction 

of a narrative that entails personal stories, as well as demographic and historical information about 

immigration to specific cities or neighbourhoods, allows for a greater understanding and for forging 

empathy, which therefore corresponds to the creation of new narratives and understandings. In this 

process, different people contribute, and they all share the spotlight and the agency over the narration. 

As O.  mentioned, she likes to bring groups to a small Indian shop in Milan, where she has forged a 

relationship with the owners who know her and participate in the tour by answering questions and 

creating a direct contact both amongst the narrators and between the narrators and the beneficiaries of 

the tour.  

The centrality of the figure of the migrant during the Migrantour also includes participation from the 

public. Especially within classrooms, there is rich cultural diversity. M. mentioned how she likes to 

include kids from different cultures during the tours:  

“when I explain the tradition of the red egg, which is made for Easter in Romania and there is a 

Romanian kid in the group, I ask him to join me in telling the others about it, and so he also 

becomes a protagonist, he changes in the eyes of the others and he is so proud of knowing 

something the others don’t.”  

This example showcases how shedding light on other experiences is also a widespread practice that 

allows for a communal experience to be formed. In this sense, the purpose of making the migrant 

protagonist of the new narratives that are created during the tours is achieved on a larger scale than by 

only looking at the experiences of those leading the tours.  

Why transnationalism?  

All in all, the involvement with Migrantour as intercultural companions contributes to the participants’ 

definition of self-understanding as migrants, belonging to several cultures, as active members of a 

community, as worthy and able to give and educate others. Moreover, the shared experiences and 

linkages created between members of the network of intercultural companions foster a sense of 

belonging together, which defines a collective identity as part of the Migrantour network. The exchange 

of experiences and empathy is not confined to the in-group of companions, but it is widened to comprise 

all participants in the tours, including locals whose shops or stories become the subject of the tours, and 

the public who takes part in the tours and is invited to share their perspectives.  

At this point, I would like to turn to a specific aspect, which is that of transnationalism. As previously 

defined, transnationalism broadly encompasses beliefs and actions taking place across national borders 

(Roudometof, 2005). Going beyond material interactions, emotional transnationalism entails the 
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“emotions experienced when immigrants […] search for behavioural guidance and a foundation for moral 

judgments from the cultural norms of both their sending and receiving societies” (Gu, 2010, p. 691). 

After offering an interpretation of the ways in which identities are constructed through participation in 

Migrantour, I would like to argue that these identities are transnational.  

As a first point to mention, both first- and second-generation migrants have explained in their own 

words how the adherence to labels which categorise them as either coming from one country, or two, is 

not enough to capture the complexity of the personal and inherited story of each person.  

All the intercultural companions who participated in the interviews highlighted how they often felt 

forced to put themselves in categories, while reality is more complex than that.  

“When people ask me where I’m from, my husband says, “Why don’t you say just one country?”. 

But I can’t, it’s not how I am” (L. 2024). “We get influenced, I’m Romanian, but in 15 years I 

acquired pieces of Italian cultures, some habits, even without doing it on purpose, it’s natural that 

it happens” (R. 2024).”  

Thus, feelings of being “divided”, “made of small pieces of identity coming together”, “in between 

cultures”, as came up in the interviews, can be reunited under the term transnational as it does not 

necessarily bind identity to a specific country, nor two. In fact, this entails the wielding of identity across 

borders, in different levels of proximity and intensity, and even while inhabiting one other geographical 

location.  

The previous points of analysis highlighted the emergence of “migrant” as an aspect of self-

understanding and communal identity. This already transcends the conceptualisations of strong identity 

which relate it to race, gender, social status, or nationality (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). As the term 

migrant in its wider meaning entails a movement across space, transnationalism embraces the practices 

of connection to different cultures, which is practiced and encouraged throughout participation in 

Migrantour. Moreover, for some intercultural companions, the referral to different cultural norms and 

heritages throughout their lives is a common practice that denotes aspects of transnationalism (Gu, 

2010). Especially second-generation migrants expressed how they have experienced feelings of “not 

fitting in either one or the other” category and feeling “alien”. Here, the notion of emotional 

transnationalism can help reach an interpretation of this phenomenon, as it surpasses the need to 

choose a set of values and norms exclusively related to one culture, and thus widens the scope to any 

set of values one feels the need to adhere to. Therefore, the engagement in Migrantour gives an 

opportunity to explore and delve into different understandings of the self and how they are constantly 

formed throughout the years, and some features of these self-understandings can be described as 

transnational.  

Conclusion and limitations 

Migrantour is a project that, in over ten years of activity, has engaged hundreds of migrants as 

intercultural companions. With the focus on making migrants the protagonists of new narratives focused 

on humanisation of the other, empathy, and offering new perspectives, it has emerged as a significant 

work of self-understanding and reflection on one’s position in society. With that, a sense of importance 

and worthiness as a migrant, as someone who can give something to others, a “healthy carrier of culture” 

who can educate others, contributes to the formation of individual aspects of identity. Moreover, the 

unceasing exchanges of common practices, personal stories, points of reflection, and emotions also 

constitute shared features and linkages that have led to the blossoming of a sense of belonging and 

what can be understood as a communal identity.  

These understandings of identity can be deemed transnational as they challenge strong 

conceptualisations of identity related to categories of race, gender, religion, social status, or nationality, 

and encompass an understanding of the self which belongs to multiple cultures, or to the “world”, and 

to the constant relational interplay with other cultures as a formative experience, creating an intricate 

web of connections to heritages with different levels of proximity. Thus, transnationalism can impact the 
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perceptions of society and belonging by changing the borders of people’s nationalities and creating more 

fluid understandings of descent, lived experience, and how one places oneself in the world.  

The interpretations offered in this research have a limited scope as they entail the subjective 

experiences of intercultural companions. Conceptualisations of identity and transnationalism are both 

debated and subject to incessant change. However, offering interpretations of individual experiences is 

important for shedding light on formative practices that have a positive impact on the individual as well 

as a socially relevant aim of creating new narratives around migration. Thus, although the singular 

experiences cannot be generalised and the concepts used in this research could be challenged, this 

paper aims to provide an interpretation of the creation of self- and communal understandings, which are 

a part of the experience of migration. In this respect, further research on transnationalism and emotional 

transnationalism and its interplay with identity formation can follow up with a view to investigating how 

the social and institutional context complements the individual understandings.  
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Abstract 

This paper examines the role of the Maltese government in detaining irregular migrants. This includes 

new arrivals who are de facto detained under public health legislation, those issued with detention 

orders under the Reception Regulations to verify identity or nationality and the risk of absconding 

(the two main reasons given by the Maltese government for detaining individuals), and those issued 

with removal orders pending deportation. International and national human rights law obligations and 

various commitments contrast heavily with State practice, as has been demonstrated by a number of 

recent habeas corpus cases in the Maltese courts and cases in the European Court of Human Rights 

(ECHR), which reflect policies and practices that create a punitive environment for asylum seekers 

and other detained migrants. These cases, alongside external visits and reports, have consistently 

deplored conditions in the detention centres, ruled lengths of internment illegal, spotlighted the 

detention of highly vulnerable individuals, and, in some instances, highlighted torture and degrading 

treatment in violation of international law. This paper posits that such practices amount to State 

violence, amounting to disciplinary power and neocolonial means of controlling a racialised group of 

people. A postcolonial analysis will be employed, bringing into light Malta’s unique situation as a 

former colony, now a reception state for asylum seekers on the borders of the EU, taking on the 

coloniser role within its own borders. 

 

Keywords: detention, Malta, state violence, (post)-colonialism, migration 

Introduction  

Malta is situated in a unique position – both historically and geographically. Whilst there are indeed 

other European islands that share a similar history of invasion and colonisation, it now sits as an 

European Union Member State in its own right, having held its own economically and has played a 

significant role in influencing migration policy over the years (The People for Change Foundation & 

Integra Foundation, 2016). Geographically, Malta is situated at the centre of the Mediterranean, between 

mainland Europe and Northern Africa, a key departure point for asylum seekers and other migrants with 

limited access to regular routes, and an entry point into the EU. Malta is the smallest member state of 

the European Union by both population and geographical area. It has a population of just over 500,000 

and an area of 316 km² (Key Facts and Figures | European Union, n.d.), relevant for the analysis of 

migration and the country’s identity in relation to migration.  

With a complicated history of more than 7000 years being part of one empire or another, invaded 

time and again due to the island’s geographical position, and being used as a strategic vantage point in 

times of war for this very reason, Malta has always struggled with its own identity and belonging 
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(Baldacchino, 2002).  Malta has met with numerous cultures, languages, and religions over the years, 

key to the island’s story of migration and diversity. Malta became independent from British rule in 1964, 

though notably not from a struggle of war of independence, and actually at one point aiming to become 

part of the United Kingdom (Baldacchino, 2009). Additionally, towards the end of colonial rule and in the 

initial years of independence, Malta experienced poverty and destitution, and a was primarily a country 

of emigration, with its own people on the move in the search for a better life (The People for Change 

Foundation & Integra Foundation, 2016). These elements add further complication to the island’s search 

for a postcolonial identity in a modern Europe faced with the task of migration management.    

Migrants have been arriving in Malta in larger numbers since 2002, with numbers increasing steadily 

from the start of their membership of the European Union (EU) in 2004. As with other countries on 

Europe’s borders, Malta began to see larger numbers of sea arrivals (crossing primarily from Libya) from 

2010 onwards in the face of the Arab Spring and ongoing conflicts in Africa (The People for Change 

Foundation & Integra Foundation, 2016). A country experiencing this inward and outward migration in 

different forms for many years has also shaped migration policy.  The table below shows sea arrivals of 

asylum seekers in recent years, their countries of origin, and the rates of being granted a protection 

status by the Maltese government, providing important context for analysing the treatment of arriving 

asylum seekers.  

 

Table 1: Sea arrivals to Malta, countries of origin, and protection rate: 2018-2024 (UNHCR Malta, 

n.d.) 

 

Year Number of arrivals 
Top 3 countries of 
origin 

Protection rate (%) 

2018 1,445 
Sudan, Eritrea and 

Bangladesh 
35% 

2019 3,406 
Sudan, Eritrea and 

Nigeria 
18% 

2020 2,281 
Sudan, Bangladesh, 

Eritrea 
12% 

2021 832 Eritrea, Syria, Sudan 8% 

2022 444 
Bangladesh, Syria, 

Egypt 
6% 

 
2023 
 

380 
Bangladesh, Syria, 

Guinea 
15% 

2024 238 
Pakistan, Syria, 

Bangladesh 
9% 

 

A snapshot of the Maltese context of immigration detention  

From the onset of the first significant wave of arrivals in 2002 and even before, detention has been 

a ‘flagship policy’ (Mainwaring, 2018), first detaining for an indefinite period of time, then being fixed to 

an 18-month maximum, in the first written policy in 2005. (Ministry for Justice and Home Affairs & and 

Ministry for the Family and Social Solidarity, 2005). This demonstrates a crisis response to a fluctuating 

number of arrivals (UNHCR, 2018) until a significant drop in 2015 due to the agreement with the Italian 

government that saw a drop in irregular arrivals to Maltese shores (European Parliament, 2015). A 
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reception policy for asylum seekers was developed in 2015, which brought the (temporary) end to 

automatic detention, and sought to bring standards more in line with human rights norms (Ministry for 

Home Affairs and Security, 2015). Although this policy was never officially scrapped, the government 

reintroduced automatic and mandatory detention in 2018 (aditus Foundation, 2024b). A significant 

increase in arrivals seemed to revert the government back to its previous practices and “crisis mode” 

manner of detaining a large number of sea arrivals, as well as the shrinking protection space 

demonstrated by the rates of refugee or other protection statuses granted.  

Whilst harshening practices of immigration control, which include detention, are not unique to Malta, 

it can be seen that Malta’s choice of practice is not always as political or ideological as in other countries. 

In recent years, we have seen a backsliding across Europe and in Western liberal democracies of 

adherence to international norms concerning the human rights of asylum seekers and migrants, yet the 

“crisis response” in Malta to increases in numbers is quite consistent, regardless of administrations and 

whatever else is happening politically in the rest of Europe. This can be illustrated by institutional 

responses (such as those of the European Courts and other governing bodies) towards Malta’s policies 

and practices by way of strong criticism and heavy punishments for norm violations, as well as to some 

extent, comparing practices of other Member States and countries, without the former colonial history, 

despite the fact that as the years go on, the stark contrast is becoming less stark.  

Asylum seekers arriving by sea are not the only group of migrants affected by immigration detention 

practices. Asylum seekers also arrive by plane or sometimes seek asylum after living in the country 

regularly as a student or on a Single Work Permit visa. Rejected asylum seekers issued with a removal 

order are also detained, some of whom have been living in the country for many years (Falzon, 2024), 

and are targeted in raids in renewed efforts to deport people back to their country of origin, as well as 

visa overstayers, and those with protection in other countries (aditus Foundation, 2024a). The exact 

numbers of rejected asylum seekers living in the community are not publicly available, but the Ministry 

for Home Affairs has provided numbers of deportations in recent years, stating that at the end of 2024, 

the country had administered over 3,300 deportations in the last five years (Balzan, 2024).  

The grounds for detention in Malta are those provided for in the EU Reception Conditions Directive, 

which has been transposed into Maltese law, and the Immigration Act. An asylum seeker may be 

detained to determine or verify their identity or nationality, if there is a risk of absconding, or to decide 

on the right to enter Maltese territory. Additionally, there are grounds to detain if the authorities can 

prove there are reasonable grounds to believe an applicant subject to a return procedure is applying for 

asylum to delay or frustrate the enforcement of the return decision, or for the interests of national security 

or public order, or in accordance with the Dublin III Regulation (Subsidiary Legislation 420.06, Reception 

of Asylum Seekers Regulations, 2005 Regulation 6). Those who arrive irregularly by plane can also be 

detained (generally at the airport) until the next available flight (Chapter 217 Laws of Malta, Immigration 

Act, 1970). In 2023, amendments to the Immigration Regulations introduced new detention possibilities, 

namely during border checks, to prevent entry into Malta, and in the case that a person refuses to stop 

or provide information on request (Subsidiary Legislation 217.04, Immigration Regulations, 2004).  

A person issued with a return decision and a removal order may also be held in detention (Chapter 

217 Laws of Malta, Immigration Act, 1970 Article 14(2)). In the context of returns, families and 

unaccompanied minors should be detained only as a measure of last resort, and for the shortest time 

possible (Subsidiary Legislation 217.12, Common Standards and Procedures for Returning Illegally 

Staying Third-Country Nationals Regulations, 2011). Crucially, the detention of vulnerable asylum 

applicants is prohibited in Maltese law, and no detention order should be issued; if one has been issued, 

it should be immediately revoked (Subsidiary Legislation 420.06, Reception of Asylum Seekers 

Regulations, 2005).  

From the reinstating of automatic detention of arrivals in 2018, the government relied on public health 

legislation to detain sea arrivals, prior to the issuance of a detention order. The law provides that a 

person’s movement may be restricted if they suspect they may have a contagious disease for 4 weeks, 

which may be extended to 10 weeks (Chapter 36 Laws of Malta, Prevention of Disease Ordinance, 

1908). Whilst the government claims that this does not constitute detention, and it is merely a restriction 

on the freedom of movement, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR), the Committee for the 
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Prevention of Torture (CPT) and even the Court of Magistrates at national level have deemed this de 

facto detention a deprivation of liberty violating Article 5 of the European Convention on Human Rights 

(aditus Foundation, 2024b). For the health-based detention, no individual assessment is conducted, and 

individuals are given very little information, including on challenging the legal basis for the health 

detention (aditus Foundation, 2024b).  

NGOs visiting detention have observed that whilst a detention order will list one of the above reasons 

as the grounds for detention (usually to verify identity and nationality and/or the risk of absconding), in 

2023, it seemed systematic based on the person being from a country where returns are secured and 

regularly carried out (aditus Foundation, 2024b). For some people coming from these “safe countries”, 

they never leave detention during their time in Malta – where a bilateral agreement between the two 

governments is in place and a return can be secured (such as Bangladesh), they are automatically 

detained on arrival, their asylum claim is assessed using an accelerated procedure, generally rejected 

as manifestly unfounded due to country of origin, and removal and deportation processes against them 

begin (aditus Foundation, 2024a).  

This paper will assert that the immigration detention practices employed by different Maltese 

governments over the years constitute a manifestation of State violence. State violence can be both 

overt and cause physical and psychological damages, inflicted by State actors but also the structural 

and institutional systems that cause harm and create a social condition that becomes part of everyday 

life (Butler, 2022):  

‘The most insidious forms of state violence are not gory’ (Butler, 2022, p. 23).  

This state violence will be examined through a postcolonial lens, bringing in key literature on 

postcolonial theory, showing detention practices as a form of disciplinary power, as well as the symbolic 

politics of making a spectacle out of detention practices and immigration control. It will examine the 

colonial notion of racialised control and “othering” to justify certain actions taken, and the search of 

Maltese identity intertwined with a “small island syndrome”, which often manifests as nationalism, 

leaning on postcolonial theories of hybridity. It will also look at the rejection of external influence, and 

aversion to criticism, and the positioning of Malta as a former colony, undertaking this role of coloniser, 

over this population of “colonised” and “othered” migrants.  

Methodology 

This paper applies a theoretical approach to explain the evolving context of immigration detention 

policy and practices in Malta. Having singled out Malta as the case study as a former colony taking on 

a coloniser role, this paper employs a review of long-established postcolonial theory from Orientalism to 

the postcolonial concept of hybridity, and the work of Foucault. There is an extensive body of 

postcolonial literature, not all of which can be applied to all postcolonial contexts, so the theoretical 

analysis looks at what applies to the Maltese context of a former colony, and an instigator of state 

violence in the form of detention. A review of more recent literature on migration control in Europe as 

postcolonial and violent further brings the literature, including the older theories, to the Maltese context. 

Ultimately, engaging with the theory and the literature that provides further commentary and analysis on 

the violence of migration control and detention supports the key argument of this paper – that Malta’s 

detention practices constitute post and neocolonial state violence against a racialised “other”. Where 

the literature has focused extensively on the neocolonial practices of former colonial powers, such as 

the UK, or the notion of asylum seekers and other migrants coming from former colonies, and remaining 

ever-colonised subjects, the contribution lies in the examining of Malta’s practices, spotlighting various 

elements of the context of detention practices over many years (and not as a new trend as in the case 

of other European countries), as a former colony turned coloniser, as a “chosen” part of its State identity. 

The examination of the practices of a former colony in this context aims to help us understand the 

parallels with the practices of former coloniser states, but also what sets Malta apart from these countries 

and delves into the possible reasons why such policy and practice choices are made, and how these 

link to the island’s complex history. The analysis that follows in this paper sometimes raises more 
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questions than it answers, especially in light of the lack of specific literature on similar contexts, but 

explores questions of identity and othering, linking to relevant postcolonial theory in an attempt to dig 

deeper into understanding the switch from colonised to coloniser. On a broader level, the paper aims to 

contribute to the literature by bringing in the perspectives of different states, especially those caught in 

this changing role, as in the case of Malta.  

The terminology employed in the discussion of different categories of people who migrate can be 

contentious (Sajjad, 2018). This paper will refer extensively to “asylum seekers” as a group specifically 

targeted by migration policy. As detention practices also cover other groups of migrants, the paper will 

also refer to “rejected asylum seekers” when specificity requires and where relevant, “returnees”, or 

more broadly “detainees” or “detained persons” when the analysis covers all groups in detention centres. 

As irregular migration and sea crossings have become a somewhat racialised concept (Sajjad, 2018) 

as the literature and analysis will show, the paper attempts to refer to “sea arrivals” if the route or mode 

of arrival needs to be specified, especially given that this group is the most affected by the policy of 

automatic detention. Terminology questions also come into play with regard to terms relating to 

colonialism, postcolonialism, neocolonialism, and imperialism, terms used interchangeably throughout 

the literature. The literature linking postcolonial practices and contemporary migration also often focuses 

on the perspectives of former empires or the newly and perpetually colonised migrants. This paper 

contributes an analysis of complex hybrid cases and identities, such as that of Malta.   

Theoretical Framework  

Looking at the role of a formerly colonised taking on a coloniser role, one can see elements  of “lateral 

colonialism” come into play, first coined by Franklin Knight (Knight, 1990) in writing about people of the 

Caribbean navigating their post-colonial realities, and naturally forming their own hierarchies in society. 

Additionally, Said’s theory of Orientalism (Said, 1979) is highly relevant in the analysis of Malta’s 

migration and detention practices, and the ways in which the colonised (Orientals) represent the “other”, 

with these representations being used to justify imperialist actions and policies from the West. Whilst 

“Orientalism” referred to the Middle East, the Far East and Asia, this idea of the “Oriental” is a 

constructed identity, which, widely speaking, represents the formerly colonised world, and is viewed as 

a homogenous group based on preconceived ideas. Said also referred to the modern-day “Orient” 

(former colonies) as often participating in their own form of “orientalising”, linked to the notion of lateral 

colonialism.  

Using Orientalism as the overarching theory to explain racialisation and othering, scholars have also 

theorised on the colonial nature of this when it comes to modern migration to Europe. Davies et al. posit 

that it is the legacies of colonialism that lead to the ‘racialized hierarchies’ and ‘racialized control’ in the 

governance of those arriving by sea, historically also linking to maritime empires (Davies et al., 2021). 

The authors also ascertain that nationalist ideology shaped by colonial legacies contributes to this 

racialisation and the construction of hierarchies, and the practice of filtering people at the border without 

regard for the ‘cost’ (Davies et al., 2021), demonstrating violent practices of this new Orientalism.  

The criminalisation effects of immigration detention can also draw upon Foucault’s theory of 

disciplinary power, and the ways in which institutionalisation can indeed have colonising effects 

(Foucault, 1995). De Genova has linked the theory of disciplinary power to the migration context and 

the notion of detention centres as institutions of ‘captivity and confinement’, inflicting this colonial 

disciplinary power on migrant detainees, alongside the racialisation of practices of criminalisation (De 

Genova, 2020). He asserts that detention as an expression of disciplinary power, as Foucault theorised 

in connection to the use of prisons, becomes part of everyday life for a detainee (De Genova, 2020) and 

the unknown and the waiting in limbo itself becomes part of the discipline (De Genova, 2020).  

Other important postcolonial works applicable to this context look at the concept of hybridity and the 

search for identity for the formerly colonised, covered by the scholarly works of Bhabha (Bhabha, 1988). 

Other scholars, such as Brennan, comment on this hybrid identity and how it can sometimes manifest 

as nationalism and patriotism (Brennan, 1990), particularly relevant in examining the Maltese (formerly 

colonised) response to newcomers and the instinct to protect “their” identity.  
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An important element of the postcolonial migration context is the fact that many of those coming in 

mixed migration flows tend to be from former colonies of European powers, a perpetually colonised 

people, given the neocolonial practices they become subject to upon arrival and beyond. As Bhambra 

notes, these people have been ‘produced’ not just from early imperialism but even the processes of 

decolonialisation, linking these colonised individuals with their former colonisers (Bhambra, 2017). 

Danewid also stresses the importance of this historical connection of colonisation as well as slavery, 

referring provocatively to an ‘umbilical cord’ linking Europe with the migrants arriving, especially by sea 

(Danewid, 2017).  

Also relevant for the Maltese context is the idea of spaces of colonisation. Mbembe has theorised on 

the colony as a land space of violence and necropolitics (Mbembe, 2003), Davies et al extend this 

theorisation to the sea, referring to a space of “colonial abandonment and control” (Davies et al., 2021). 

In a small island state such as Malta, detention practices upon immediate arrival from crossing the sea 

can be viewed as an extension of this space.  

Detention as disciplinary power: “Irregular” migrants as criminals   

Deprivation of liberty in the form of the use of detention centres can be seen as a form of 

incarceration, as the literature and practice shows, and treats migrants as criminals, demonstrating both 

to migrants themselves, and to the local population that there is a reason for them to be kept there, 

although arriving by sea and seeking asylum is a human right and not a crime (EU Charter of 

Fundamental Rights, 2012).  

Foucault’s theory of disciplinary power of institutions, such as prisons, as a means of regulating and 

controlling a section of the population, extensively using surveillance in punitive institutions to shape 

their behaviour (Foucault, 1995), can be applied to view detention centres as a colonial tool with the 

notion of constant surveillance, restriction, and control of the colonised (in this sense, detainees), as 

well as aligning with theories of “the Other” (Said, 1979). 

De Genova reflects on the constructed criminalisation of migrants in this regard, commenting on the 

racialised nature of detention and separating it from that of criminal prison incarceration, referring to 

detention as a distinctive form of disciplinary power, where the ‘offence’ committed is purely their 

migration status (De Genova, 2020).  Reports of serious psychological harm caused by detention policy 

and practice in Malta are widely documented, as well as unhygienic and dangerous conditions, beatings, 

and psychological torture inflicted on detainees (MacGregor, 2021). There is also a poignant paradox 

here, that an asylum seeker may have fled their country of origin due to a lack of protection from 

persecution by the state, something that is required for a person to qualify as a refugee (Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951). It would likely increase their existing fear of state-

implemented and state-sanctioned violence in their new host country, with fear also forming an important 

part of disciplinary power in contributing to the control of a group of people.  

Linking the theoretical framing of disciplinary power to concrete examples in Malta can highlight both 

systemic criminalisation and lived consequences for asylum seekers, grounding the broader theoretical 

critique in the specific Maltese context, showing how everyday practices mirror criminal incarceration 

despite no crime being committed. In Malta, upon entering a detention centre, individuals have their 

personal property confiscated. This includes documentation, items of clothing, money, jewellery, and 

mobile phones, which can be picked up once they are released. They are required to wear the clothing 

provided by the Detention Services, contrary to the Detention Regulations (aditus Foundation, 2024b). 

Even though the law does not provide for such practices, we see mirrored here practices when criminals 

are imprisoned, despite no crime having been committed. There is also an element of dehumanisation 

that comes into play – in making immigration detainees all look the same, removing their individuality, a 

significant part of the control associated with institutionalisation and disciplinary power.  

Detention conditions are also applicable in the context. Shifting from analysis of specific practices to 

institutional critique, which highlights how state choices reinforce systemic control, in 2021, the 

Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT) published its report on Malta following its visit in 

September 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic. It mentioned the detention under health legislation, 
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highlighting its lack of legal basis and the repeated calls from Courts to cease this practice. Furthermore, 

it stated that conditions appeared to ‘’be bordering on inhuman and degrading treatment as a 

consequence of the institutional neglect’’ (Committee for the Prevention of Torture, 2021, p. 7). This 

institutional neglect highlights the choice of the authorities to implement practices across the board, to 

control a group they see as meriting such methods of control. 

Returning to earlier theoretical arguments of Foucault and De Genova, they can be linked with the 

lived reality of fear, control, and perpetual vulnerability in Malta. By the very nature of detention upon 

arrival (also applicable to those later detained for deportation), people become “illegal”, limiting their 

possibilities and forcing them to constrain themselves (Le Courant, 2019), aligning further with 

Foucault’s notion that with disciplinary power, those institutionalised people internalise the control 

imposed upon them (Foucault, 1995). This is supported by De Genova, who refers to those who are 

systematically criminalised (thus, even after release from detention) as being in a perpetual state of 

confinement (De Genova, 2020), vulnerable to police abuse and brutality, and continued migration 

control. This is applicable in Malta’s case, given the system of rejected asylum seekers being targeted 

for removal, including being returned to detention, leaving people in a state of fear and constant alert, 

but also having normalised the chances of this happening.  

This also shows how detention forms part of a wider system of state-sanctioned violence where law, 

policy, and practice are very restrictive on people’s lives, in relation to the asylum procedure and the 

restriction of rights. This expands the argument to situate detention within a larger power system, 

stressing long-term precarity and neocolonial hierarchies. People living in the community fear being 

returned to the system of power and criminalisation that is embodied by detention, even when people 

have been living in Malta many years, with decreasing pathways to regularisation and the threat of 

detention and removal at any time (Malta Refugee Council, 2024)  This is a power tactic and neocolonial 

threat to remind people that their world can be swept from under them at any time, and the State is the 

actor and instigator of this power, in a system where migrants remain at the bottom of the hierarchy with 

no political capital. This demonstrates that migrant lives become so unstable that their lives become 

disposable from the first experience of detention, given that the threat almost always remains, that this 

precarity becomes a way of life, and that that to use a phrase used by De Genova, equates to “doin’ 

hard time on planet earth” (De Genova, 2020, p. 194), perhaps the ultimate expression of the lasting 

impact of detention as disciplinary power.  

Linked to this is also the concept of time that comes into play with this institutionalised discipline and 

punishment. This introduces temporality as a further analytical dimension of disciplinary power, showing 

detention as indefinite and destabilising. Whilst imprisonment for a crime usually comes with a specified 

sentence and time period, very often, immigration detention does not. As explained, it is inflicted on 

people purely due to their particular legal status, or lack thereof, and is often normalised as an 

administrative necessity. In Malta, as in many countries implementing detention practices, whilst time 

limits are stipulated in the law, they are not always adhered to, and a person will often not know the 

reasons for their detention, as seen in court cases and case studies of detainees (Jesuit Refugee 

Service Europe, 2024). This prolonged waiting can embody disciplinary power in itself, and the impact 

that this has on a person, particularly concerning their prospects and future (De Genova, 2020), which, 

as explained in the Maltese context, may land them back where they started.  

When examining manifestations of state violence in detention, it would be remiss not to mention 

incidents of violence and death in detention centres. The notion of such extremes reinforces the 

argument of the extent of dehumanisation and exceptional disciplinary power. Many incidents of riots 

(often as a result of poor conditions and overcrowding) have taken place over the years and have been 

met with the use of force (aditus Foundation, n.d.). These instances demonstrate the levels of 

dehumanisation, even in the verdicts of some of the cases, despite evidence of direct violence. These 

deaths have seemed to serve as a reminder that the rule of law looks different from inside a detention 

centre, and for those residing there, supporting the notion that the detention centre as a space of 

disciplinary power sits outside of certain norms (De Genova, 2020).  

In April 2011, Ifeanyi Nwokoye, from Nigeria, died of a heart attack after being beaten in Hal Far 

Detention Centre. He was recaptured after escaping from detention and handcuffed and beaten by 
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detention officers and members of the Armed Forces. Six years after his death, the soldiers were 

acquitted of involuntary homicide, but the judge noted that Ifeanyi was not treated with dignity (Agius, 

2017).  

In 2012, Mamadou Kamara died in the back of a Detention Services van after being ‘repeatedly 

kicked in the groin’, with investigations later confirming that excessive force had been used against him 

(Daphne Caruana Galizia Foundation, 2023).  

In 2020, a Sudanese teenager, Nebil Abdula, died while trying to escape. He died from hypovolaemic 

shock and abdominal injury due to falling from a height. Injuries to his abdomen caused serious internal 

bleeding, resulting in his death. The incident happened in the early hours of the morning (5.30 am), and 

despite repeated calls for help, he was not seen by a nurse until almost three hours later and was 

pronounced dead not long after he had arrived at the hospital. Detainees who witnessed the event said 

that detention centre staff were seen shaking the fence, causing Nebil’s fall. The investigation into this 

case is still ongoing (Meilak, 2023).  

Some of the deaths in Malta’s detention system were not the direct result of physical violence from 

detention staff, such as Zeray Okbaledet, from Eritrea, who made his way back to Malta after being 

illegally deported. He later died of an asthma attack while waiting to be released from detention. He was 

a victim of an ordeal put upon him by violent, systematic failures that not only encompassed detention 

(Massa & Grech, 2005).   

Making a public spectacle of immigration control  

This marked conceptual shift frames detention practices not only as control over detainees, but also 

as a performative tool directed at the wider population. This constant looming threat of detention and 

deportation has increased in the past few years, as previously explained, with the ramping up of 

immigration control, not only on sea rescue and new arrivals, but also those living in the community, 

some for many years. Recent incidents, which are widely reported in the Maltese media (eg. Times of 

Malta, 2023), show aggressive and very public tactics of rounding people up, and taking them to 

detention to deport them. These raids also bring towns to a standstill, meaning the public sees everything 

that is going on, and without all the facts, are left to make up their own mind about why people are being 

removed from their community. In a recent incident, a main road in Ħamrun was closed on a busy 

weekend afternoon, with numerous vans of the Immigration Police and Detention Services rounding 

people up, in a clear case of racial profiling (Caruana, 2024), as well as further reinforcing the 

criminalisation of migrants in the public eye.  

Another way that detention practices do this is by the use of handcuffing whenever detainees need 

to leave the centre, a practice that has been in place for many years and continues to this day. This links 

the argument of making a spectacle out of detention and immigration control with symbolism and 

everyday visibility, reinforcing the public side and role in criminalisation. Detainees going to Mater Dei 

hospital, for example, report feeling like prisoners and drawing the eyes of onlookers (Vaughan-Williams 

& Pisani, 2020, p. 668). Given the symbolism and association with prison, this immediately criminalises 

a person in the eyes of a member of the public, handcuffed and escorted by officials, in the same way 

a prisoner would be. Such practices are not only a display of disciplinary power, but also psychological 

power wielded on the population, the voters, to make sure they are aligned with the State’s view that 

these people are a threat and must be contained. The assumption remains that, because these people 

are housed in a centre that they are not allowed to leave, they must indeed be criminals (Mainwaring & 

Silverman, 2016), making detention a ‘spectacle of sovereign control’(Mainwaring & Silverman, 2016).  

Research shows that in spite of pleas from governments and policymakers that the use of punitive 

immigration detention works as a deterrent for “irregular” migration (Mainwaring & Silverman, 2016), it 

actually does not deter arrivals and mounts up high financial and human costs (Mainwaring, 2018). 

Additionally, it has been shown that a policy of deterrence does not work as detention policy is not 

something asylum seekers have known about before leaving home (Mainwaring, 2012). Despite this, as 

well as its pejorative and damaging impacts on the lives of those detained, criminalised, detention, as 
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well as incarcerated in the mainstream prison, detention is an important part of the spectacle of Malta 

showing it is tough on irregular migration (Vella, 2023).  

Another tool utilised by the State to use detention as part of making a public spectacle of immigration 

control is in the discourse and language used, which ties state rhetoric to narratives of securitisation and 

crisis. With the increase in the use of detention and securitisation measures, the language of security 

comes into play to impact how people see migrants and the use of detention, but as Bello asserts, the 

language of prejudice also plays a significant role (Bello, 2022), in convincing the public that those 

detained are a national security threat. Furthermore, employing the rhetoric that arriving migrants (and 

increasingly in Maltese government rhetoric, migrants in the community) are a threat,  reinforces the 

discourse of crisis, as a national security threat will also be a crisis to manage (Bello, 2022)  

The State also has tools in place to control what, and how much, the general population and other 

actors see of these practices, also greatly symbolic. This complements the notion of control as a 

spectacle by demonstrating how visibility is both managed and manipulated by the state. Detention 

centres in Malta are located in rural areas in the far South of the island, limiting how much people see. 

The use of military barracks and security fences obscures what can be viewed, as well as reinforcing 

the illusion of criminality (Mainwaring & Silverman, 2016). Controlling how much the public, as well as 

NGOs and other actors, can see means also limiting the amount of criticism that may end up directed 

at the State for their choices in detention practices, as will be further explored. States can, however, 

increase visibility of the centres and their residents to the fore when issues occur or when control is 

stepped up, which serves to add to the perception of migrant criminality and that detention is justified 

(Mainwaring & Silverman, 2016). This has been seen in the Maltese context with coverage of protests 

and issues from inside the centre's media, painting a deliberate and controlled picture and image of 

those inside when it suits government messaging, but yet limited access to journalists at other times 

(Camilleri, 2023).  

Making a spectacle of detention not only punishes migrants but also creates further distance between 

the detainee and the local Maltese person (Mainwaring & Silverman, 2016), likely to impact integration 

efforts, and constructs an image of the detainee as dangerous, reinforcing the notion of them as the 

“racialised other” to be afraid of. 

The Captain Morgan case  

 A significant case that demonstrates the ways in which governments can make a spectacle of 

immigration control, and brings detention practices in Malta into the spotlight, is the Captain Morgan 

case. The case study illustrates detention as a spectacle and state power, concretising earlier theoretical 

points.  

In April 2020, at the height of the pandemic, the government chartered tourist boats from the 

company Captain Morgan, designed for short trips out to sea, to hold new arrivals to Maltese territory 

outside of Maltese territorial waters (Agius, 2020). By the end of the saga, 425 asylum seekers were 

held on 4 different vessels, for a total of 37 days in stormy weather. They endured medical issues and 

were kept in deplorable conditions, and once disembarked, were taken for further detention, following 

their time aboard the ‘floating prison’ (Agius, 2021). This practice was criticised strongly by the Human 

Rights Commissioner of the Council of Europe, calling for the respect for human rights, but the 

government maintained its position that it had been ‘abandoned’ by Europe (Agius, 2020), furthering 

Malta’s position that it will do what is necessary in the management of a crisis. So much so that despite 

the extensive criticism for the cruelty and extreme nature of such a measure, the government issued an 

expression of interest in July 2020 (a month after the others were disembarked) to lease another 

quarantine vessel (DeBono & Khakee, 2025).  

Supported by NGOs, 32 asylum seekers held on the Captain Morgan boats opened a case against 

the government, stating that they were not allowed to seek asylum, were not issued a detention order, 

and were unable to communicate with family, and access to assistance was not given to them (DeBono 

& Khakee, 2025). In one court sitting, the Prime Minister was quoted as saying that ‘everyone had to 

make sacrifices during the pandemic’ (M. P. Camilleri, 2023), demonstrating the normalisation of these 
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practices, and showing that authorities felt that they needed to visually show their population, in this 

spectacle, that it was not a time to be lenient on migration, when local people were already suffering. In 

April 2025, the case was concluded, ruling that the government violated the detainees’ fundamental 

human rights, and the pandemic was not a sufficient emergency situation to justify such measures. The 

conditions onboard, along with the lack of access on board, including for UNHCR and government 

agencies, were flagged, as well as the illegality of detention on land after the ordeal (Meilak, 2025b). 

Although the media and external organisations were kept away from the site of their detention at sea, 

the symbolic politics of this having taken place is significant, close to the land border, from a government 

that wanted to demonstrate the hierarchies of citizens on the island, in a time of crisis.  

This case can be linked to many of the facets of neocolonialism highlighted in this analysis, including 

racialisation and “othering” of asylum seekers during a pandemic, where the response clearly prioritised 

the Maltese over all others (DeBono & Khakee, 2025), as well as colonial logics and maritime imperial 

histories of the offshoring of asylum (Davies et al., 2021) that seek to ramp up, and in turn, make 

spectacles of control and a government that can get tough on migration.  

Racialised State violence and the “othering” of migrants and asylum seekers  

Detention policy and practices cannot be discussed without examining the notion of the racialised 

“other”, which further explicitly connects detention to racialisation and postcolonial theories of “the 

Other”, such as the Orientalising of the colonised (Said, 1979). In Malta, this is reflected in the perception 

of arriving asylum seekers and migrants as threats, and in efforts to remove those already living in the 

community. 

Looking at the wider European context and tying it in with postcolonial notions of nationalism, Kinnvall 

has noted how the refusal in Europe to embrace asylum seekers (the racialised other and stranger) 

represents an ‘inward-looking nationalism’ (Kinnvall, 2016, p. 156). Nativism can also present as fear of 

the “Other”, and the perception that migrants are “criminals” and “invaders” (Arrocha, 2019), 

representing a rejection of the newcomer, regardless of their need for welcome and inclusion. This points 

to Malta’s situation and perception of asylum seekers as in keeping with the rest of the West. Asylum 

seekers are seen as a threat to normality and identity (Walters, 2011), which echoes the sentiment about 

the threat of losing culture, religion, which has been reported as a perceived threat in Malta 

(Assimakopoulos & Vella Muskat, 2017). 

The practices of detention have contributed to the “othering” of migrants, and as explained, contribute 

to the symbolic politics that people residing in the detention centres have done something wrong and 

deserve to be there. Utilising the method of crisis construction to marginalise the migrant population and 

the mentality of exceptionalism (Mainwaring, 2012), detention contributed to this narrative that Malta is 

not where these ‘racialised and classed migrants’ (Mainwaring, 2018) belong, although Malta has long 

been a country of immigration and emigration, alongside the paradox of the government’s focus on the 

need for migrant labour (Mainwaring, 2018). This is interesting as it already demonstrates a hierarchy 

of migrants (though the latter is still not treated well (Agius et al., 2024), with the former being 

criminalised for their means of arrival and their lack of legal status. This racialisation of migrants arriving 

in Europe is deeply rooted in colonial ideas and nationalism (Davies et al., 2021). These hierarchies 

incorporate this mode of othering to the point where some lives are rendered more important than others. 

This notion is supported by De Genova, who refers to the disproportionate racialisation of migrants and 

refugees (De Genova, 2018). This can be seen in the response to Ukrainian migrants, not only in Malta, 

but throughout Europe, that even though they qualify for Temporary Protection, they are still asylum 

seekers, but are not held in detention centres or exposed to policies of control and disciplinary power in 

the same way as racialised migrants and asylum seekers (Mickelsson, 2025).  

The perception of migrants as ‘less than human’ is what allows detention practices to take place 

(DeBono, 2013, p. 63) and that the dehumanising practices of ‘subjugation and humiliation’ of detainees 

are not unintentional (DeBono, 2013, p. 76) and is the result of the belief that these people are, in fact, 

less and do not belong – the “Other”. This demonstrates the normalisation of such practices, but only 

for an “othered” population.  
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As previously outlined by the recounting of extreme violence, detention can become a ‘matter of life 

and death’ (Mainwaring & Silverman, 2016, p. 8). This ties into the racialisation of the “other” and 

dehumanisation, in how these incidents were allowed to happen, and further, how they were handled. 

As DeBono and Khakee also note, the Captain Morgan case, alongside other COVID-19  measures 

against migrants, further reinforces this, in the removal and restriction of fundamental rights and the 

ways in which what should have been an expression of humanitarianism turned into repression of rights 

(DeBono & Khakee, 2025). The concept of lateral colonialism is also applicable in the context of Malta 

and the mistreatment of asylum seekers detained aboard the Captain Morgan vessels, in that that the 

political message that the Maltese were more deserving of varying levels of state support, made it easier 

to exclude these people, whilst convincing the population that such measures are necessary (DeBono 

& Khakee, 2025). This sends a message to the local population that there is indeed a hierarchy, a 

message particularly strengthened in a pandemic and a constructed crisis of migration (Mainwaring, 

2012). Furthermore, we can see “othering” in the spaces that go beyond detention, such as the ‘offshore’ 

as a space where ‘undesirable and racialized populations can be managed’ (Davies et al., 2021, p. 

2309), as is significant in this case, deemed not even deserving enough to be allowed to shore.   

This notion of dehumanisation is also seen in the way people are detained for removal. Here, the 

‘deportability and disposability’ of migrant lives are linked (De Genova & Roy, 2020, p. 355), , and the 

efforts of the state to “protect” the population from these people, even if they have been present in the 

country for some time, serving as a reminder that they can be removed at any time, and that despite no 

longer being subject to detention as they were on arrival, the government has the power to render them 

back in that situation.  

Alongside the migrant as the “racialised other”, De Genova and Roy assert that the Mediterranean 

itself has become a ‘deeply racialised geography of death’ (De Genova & Roy, 2020, p. 360). In this, 

they refer to extensive practices of illegalisation, namely lack of sea rescue and deaths at sea, but also 

to detention policy – how the Mediterranean serves as the stage for this racialisation and 

dehumanisation.   

Constructing “the” Maltese identity in postcolonial Europe  

To expand the argument outward, from the racialised migrant to Maltese identity itself, Maltese 

detention practices can also be strongly tied to national identity politics. Maltese identity is not a singular 

entity, as with all kinds of national identity. However, in the analysis of state and structural violence, it is 

necessary to look at identity and how this has been shaped in a postcolonial Malta, to go some way to 

explaining the use of practices such as the detention of migrants. In some ways, this reflects a quest to 

conform society into fitting one singular identity. This is often linked to the notion of “small island 

syndrome”, that the country cannot cope with large influxes of people and, at times, must take strict 

measures, due to its size. Moreover, in migration control, we see a push to protect territorial sovereignty, 

which is tied very closely to national identity, especially on a political level.  

This question of sovereignty has often led to debate over who is deserving and should have rights, 

as well as who qualifies as a citizen (Bhambra, 2017), and in the formation of the sovereign nation-state, 

who deem that migrants do not (or should not) have rights at all. This could arguably be even more of a 

question for newer nation-states such as Malta, which are also still obligated by the norms of the EU.  

This is all closely tied to nationalism and patriotism, linked with the notion of protecting the Maltese 

from the “invading stranger”. Baldacchino refers to Maltese nationalism as ‘nascent’ in the postcolonial 

context, reflecting on the ways in which this Maltese identity manifests itself (Baldacchino, 2009). A 2008 

petition calling for a stop to illegal immigration presented to Parliament stressed the fear of losing 

Maltese identity in the “mixing” of Maltese with African migrants, expressing the notion of one single 

Maltese identity (Bradford & Clark, 2014).  This reflects an identity that some Maltese people have 

constructed, arguably shaped by political rhetoric, despite the colonial history and essentially biologically 

diverse makeup. Politicians play on this ‘obsession’ with a singular identity (O’Nions, 2010), which works 

in their favour, particularly in contexts such as Malta that restrict migrant voting, ruling out as much of 
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the outsiders' perspective as possible. This construction of a singular Maltese identity can also serve 

governments well in justifying policies and practices of detention, as it is a government response to 

dealing with this threat to the Maltese way of life.  

Baker notes how Saidian interpretations of the “Other” in identity discourse help to understand where 

this dichotomy of “us and them” comes from (Baker, 2018).  This plays into the preoccupation present 

in the Maltese context of constructing their own identity, and the insecurity around the threat of further 

“invasion”, with nationalism appearing as a smokescreen for this fear – Malta’s postcolonial response, 

mirroring Brennan’s postcolonial theories about the emergence of nationalism as part of a postcolonial 

transition (Brennan, 1990). 

The fear of invasion also has to be understood within the historical context of Malta. Catholicism 

forms a significant part of Maltese identity for many people, with its long, almost 3-century Islamic history 

seemingly rejected (Gauci & Pisani, 2012, p. 13), which can play into Islamophobic “othering.” The fear 

and racialisation of Muslim people as a category to be feared also comes into play in this regard, highly 

relevant in Malta’s case, and a reflection of how religion often fits into this construction of Maltese 

identity, and that this “other” is only (incorrectly) associated with racialised migrants (De Genova, 2018), 

also often placing upon migrants a singular identity. 

This relationship with the past can cause conflict in constructing “one” Maltese identity, caused in 

part by this political partisanship, which still divides the nation (G. Baldacchino, 2009). This polarisation 

is one aftereffects of colonialism, with the Maltese battling to find their own identity (Monteforte, 2019), 

with perhaps the negative perception of migrants being something that attempts to unite the nation 

beyond the rifts that are ever-present. In the discussion of how the pursuit to find and shape a national 

identity can impact policies and practices of state violence, parallels can be drawn with the work of 

Demetriouet et al., looking at lateral colonialism in Cyprus. Countries like Cyprus are often not included 

in such discussions surrounding violence and migration, which allows these ‘peripheral locations’ to 

enact violent policies without attracting a lot of attention (Demetriou et al., 2023). Malta is one of these 

peripheral locations, and this reflection also rings true. Global media often places attention on States on 

the edge of the Mediterranean that are bigger players on the European political scene, such as Italy and 

Greece, meaning that countries like Cyprus and Malta, shaped by their colonial past, can enact their 

own violent lateral colonialist policies on the newcomers, and it somehow continues to be justified.   

Many of these battles with identity and expressions of nationalism are tied to Malta’s smallness – 

perceived or actual. The impact of postcolonialism is felt very strongly in small island former colonies 

(Baldacchino, 2019). This “smallness” is often used as a justification for implementing certain migration 

policies and practices, as was the case with the detention policy of the early 2000s (Lutterbeck, 2009), 

with the government claiming limitations in size and resources. Malta’s size, its geographical position, 

and ‘blue borders’ are used to support Malta's government's stance that it is an exception, which has 

shaped its policies (Mainwaring, 2012).  

Whilst there is an undeniable truth to the smallness argument, this is a contradiction given the current 

boom of over-construction and the importing of foreign labour to the island, which has long been the 

most densely populated country in Europe, something which is extensively criticised – prioritising 

economic boom over protection for the environment and for workers, most of whom are imported labour 

or irregular migrants (The Malta Independent, 2020). In other words, the smallness argument is 

implemented when it suits and when it needs to justify a particular policy choice, such as detention.  

Nimführ and Otto reflected on Malta’s smallness as a social product with respect to migration - 

smallness as an argument against asylum seekers coming to Malta, as an argument for migrants to 

leave the island, and in the context of lack of documents and status – to keep migrants themselves 

“small” (Nimführ & Otto, 2021). The authors assert that smallness is a state of mind, which allows Malta 

to feel separated yet confined, which is shaped by ‘colonial and decolonial’ dynamics (Nimführ & Otto, 

2021). This raises questions about Malta’s identity in relation to its geographical and psychologically 

perceived smallness, highlighting both a superiority and an inferiority complex, in conflict with one 

another. This can be linked to detention policy in line with successive governments' assertions that 

detention of arrivals is necessary due to the size of the country and the disproportionate number of 

arrivals (Mainwaring & Silverman, 2016).  
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Rejection of external influence 

The postcolonial notion of rejection of external influence, and yet being constrained by various norms, 

is also prominent. This includes an aversion to criticism from those viewed as outsiders, such as the EU 

and other institutions, as well as civil society actors within the country. This situates Malta’s practices 

within postcolonial resistance to external critique, tying back to sovereignty, nationalism, and structural 

violence. 

The Maltese government often laments a lack of solidarity on migration (Sansone, 2020), frequently 

reiterating its “smallness” (Freeman & Squires, 2013). Despite support for the EU being generally high 

(European Commission, 2021), the EU is often blamed by politicians and the public for facilitating 

“unwanted” migration (Saini Fasanotti, 2021). This rejection can be tied to Brennan’s notion of 

postcolonial nationalism (Brennan, 1990) in that such countries become fatigued with being told what to 

do by different bodies, construing calls for improvement as a way to exert control. 

This rejection of external influence can also be seen in relation to criticism on its own soil, especially 

from civil society. NGOs have frequently lamented a lack of transparency from the government on 

various human rights issues, whilst stressing that dialogue with civil society continues to be a 

cornerstone of a democratic society (Carabott, 2017). This lack of transparency is also linked to 

practices of detention, reflected in the changes to access and how much NGOs and other external actors 

are allowed to see what happens inside the centres. Before 2020, NGOs could access the centres to 

visit people in their living quarters, providing different services. Now access is in place for NGO lawyers 

only and can only visit detainees in a boardroom at the edge of the Safi Detention Centre (aditus 

Foundation, 2024b), making it very difficult to provide accurate and up-to-date information, as well as 

comment widely on conditions, as they have no monitoring role or ability to see. With the visitation 

restrictions so limited, practitioners have to focus on legal casework, especially given the short time 

limits for appeals and other matters. The COVID-19 pandemic can be seen as having been used as a 

mechanism with which to restrict access to NGO services (aditus Foundation, 2024c; DeBono & Khakee, 

2025).  

However, the pandemic was not the only catalyst for the restriction of access. There have been 

several cases at the national level that show the extent of the illegality and structurally violent nature of 

detention practices in Malta. In one example, in Frank Kouadioané v. the Detention Services, the Court 

of Magistrates noted the small number of requests for release that reach the courts despite the number 

of illegally detained asylum applicants there are, further denoting this as a rule of law issue, people 

remained in detention without legal basis (Frank Kouadioane (Ivory Coast) v Detention Services, 2020). 

National courts have ruled on a number of habeas corpus cases in recent years, calling for the release 

of several detainees, some of whom were minors (aditus Foundation, n.d.). As these cases are usually 

taken to Courts by NGO lawyers, reflections from these NGOs about the timing of these cases and the 

restrictions to access post-COVID have also shown that there has been an impact in this regard (aditus 

Foundation, 2024a), a rejection of criticism and expertise, not only of civil society, but also of the 

country’s own judicial institutions, possibly considered the ultimate “betrayal”.  

Beyond national courts, the jurisprudence of the European Court of Human Rights has also 

consistently called out detention practices of the Maltese government, castigating the government for 

detention conditions, detention grounds, and lack of effective remedy (aditus Foundation, n.d.). A recent 

case worthy of highlighting, particularly linked to the postcolonial notion of rejection of influence and 

criticism, is that of AD vs Malta, a case decided in October 2023.  The case involves an Ivorian national 

who arrived by boat in 2021. Despite claiming to be seventeen, Maltese authorities assessed him as 

nineteen and detained him for 225 days without legal assistance or a guardian. During detention, he 

faced severe conditions: limited access to water, medical care, psychological support, and 

communication in his native language. He experienced harsh winter conditions, inadequate clothing, no 

outdoor or prayer spaces, and was isolated for 120 days in a cargo container, which led to a decline in 

his mental health, from which he was already suffering, given significant trauma at sea. He filed a 

complaint before the ECtHR, citing mistreatment, deprivation of liberty, and lack of an effective remedy. 

The Court criticised Malta’s failure to maintain accurate detention records, the applicant’s vulnerable 

status as a minor, and the conditions of his detention, including isolation and being placed with unrelated 
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adults (A.D vs Malta, 2023). Following this judgment, there was a slight shift in detention practices 

towards the end of 2023, with the health-related being shortened to just a few days (aditus Foundation, 

2024b). 

This, and the numerous other cases taken against Malta in international courts over the years (aditus 

Foundation, n.d.), particularly shine light on the structural (and sometimes actual) violence of the 

government’s detention regime, showing that these institutions do have an influence and have led to 

some change. However, rejection of this criticism has been seen in relation to the treatment of civil 

society organisations, but also detainees themselves, sometimes with the ramping up of this violence. 

Furthermore, recent calls from the Maltese Prime Minister for an overhaul of the ECHR because it no 

longer serves its purpose can be seen as a direct response to criticism and punishments from the Courts, 

especially as in his discourse, he targeted rejected asylum seekers, questioning their deservingness for 

human rights (Meilak, 2025a).  

Conclusion 

Immigration detention policy and practices demonstrate a form of state violence in many different 

ways. It forms part of the wider structurally violent system that “greets” asylum seekers arriving 

irregularly to Malta, the same system that inflicts policies and practices on them during their time in the 

community and even many years later, having gone through the long periods of limbo waiting for asylum 

decisions, appeals etc, to be so often rejected and then detained with a view to removal. This state 

violence is inherently colonial in the ways it is manifested and inflicted on people, and embodies Malta’s 

shifted role – from colonised to coloniser.   

Using a primarily theoretical approach, alongside an overview of context to accompany the theory, 

leaning heavily on the concepts of Orientalism, hybridity, and lateral colonialism, as well as Foucault’s 

disciplinary power. This paper examined the colonial approach employed by the Maltese authorities, in 

the form of disciplinary power and institutionalisation, making a public spectacle of immigration control 

and detention practices, racialisation, and “othering” of the migrants that are detained, as well as how 

detention and state violence fit with the construction of a postcolonial Maltese identity. Finally, the 

rejection of external influence and aversion to criticism reflected postcolonial theories of hybridity.  

Malta’s identity is greatly shaped by its own colonial past, and it has undertaken a quest to no longer 

be at the lower end of a hierarchy, which can be seen manifested by governments in the control of the 

arriving “other”. All this takes place within the colonial structure of the EU, leading Malta to further 

question its role and the external influences that attempt to shape policy and practices. Racialised 

othering further reinforces the power hierarchy and where migrants fall in this, as well as the symbolic 

politics of the criminalisation of migrants. These messages sent to the public also represent attempts to 

shape Maltese identity into something anti-migrant. Malta also adopts a mentality of crisis and 

exceptionalism, using size to justify various migration policies, which also becomes a question of 

identity.  

Whilst there was a time that perhaps Malta stood out more for such harsh practices, this all must 

now be seen in the global and European context of increasingly more punitive policies towards migrants. 

In the EU, the incoming EU Pact will almost certainly increase the use of detention and surveillance 

(Brandl, 2024), which legitimises choices Malta has already chosen to implement for several years. 

Human rights law and the courts responsible for reinforcing adherence to these laws will continue to 

have a key role in safeguarding the rights of those who have less of a voice to fight.  
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Estela Rama1  

Independent researcher 

Abstract 

This article examines the complex dynamics of identity negotiation among Albanian migrants in Malta 

using the narratives of four family members to explore the multifaceted experiences of migration. 

Through a collaborative autoethnographic approach, the author integrates personal stories with 

broader social constructs, highlighting themes of attachment and loss, language barriers, 

discrimination, and acculturation. The study provides insight into the emotional and social processes 

shaping identity within the Mediterranean migration context. By adopting a reflexive stance, the 

author explores her role in the research process, ensuring methodological rigour and ethical 

responsibility. This autoethnographic exploration contributes to a deeper understanding of the 

intersections between personal and collective experiences of migration, while offering a unique 

perspective on identity formation within the Mediterranean migrant experience. 

 

Keywords: migration, identity negotiation, autoethnography, Albanian migrants, Mediterranean 

‘A’ is for Alien  

Estela: Mum, why do we have (A) on my ID card?   

Mum: Because we’re foreigners.   

Estela: Or maybe Albanian?   

Friend A: Why do you have an (A) on your ID card?   

Estela: Because we’re foreigners.   

Friend A: What does it mean?   

Estela: I don’t really know, maybe Albanian.   

Friend B: No, it’s not Albanian, it means Alien.   

Estela: A is for Alien…why Alien?  

 

The Maltese Citizenship Act (2017) uses the term “alien” to refer to non-citizens, a term the 

International Organisation for Migration (2019) equates with “foreigner” or “non-national.” However, 

“alien” carries a negative, dehumanising connotation, implying distance and otherness. For this reason, 

terms like “non-national” or “migrant” are recommended as more respectful alternatives. Nunez (2014) 

explored the hierarchical nature of labels such as “citizen”, “immigrant,” and “alien.” The comparison 

was made to observe the nature of membership and belonging. She concluded that these terms encode 

hierarchical and status-based views of membership. Nunez (2014) found that the term “aliens” is 

typically placed at the bottom in terms of semantic desirability, and the association is often one made 

with notions of criminality and invasion, while “immigrants” fall in the middle, associated with 
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vulnerability, and “citizens” at the top, perceived as responsible and engaged members of society. The 

use of “alien”, she argues, reinforces social and legal exclusion by rendering them as the “Other”, 

stripping non-citizens of humanity and belonging. 

But also, Albanian? 

For over 45 years, Albania endured a brutal communist dictatorship under Enver Hoxha, the period 

being marked by extreme isolation, repression, and the suppression of information and movement (De 

Waal, 2005). Western European powers largely ignored the country’s plight, leading to Albanians being 

labelled the “forgotten Europeans” (Parliamentary Assembly, 1992). After the regime fell in 1991, 

emigration was no longer punishable by death, allowing people to leave legally for the first time (De 

Waal, 2005). Early migration was mostly male-dominated, with women typically migrating alongside men 

(Stecklov et al., 2010). 

Albanians' understanding of the outside world was mostly derived from Italian television, and many 

initially emigrated irregularly – crossing into Greece or using smugglers to reach Italy (King & Vullnetari, 

2015). In the early stages of post-communist migration, Albanian migrants were often seen through a 

humanitarian lens as victims of dictatorship, both by the media and host societies (Schwandner-Sievers, 

2008; Vathi, 2015). However, this sympathy quickly faded in Italy and Greece, where Albanians became 

heavily stereotyped and often associated with crime and trafficking (Mai, 2005; Cava et al., 2018). 

Although these stereotypes do not reflect the broader Albanian community, they have had a profound 

impact on how Albanians are perceived and treated abroad (Schwandner-Sievers, 2008). 

Introduction  

Whenever I heard my friends talk about how their parents got them to like The Beatles or Pink Floyd, 

or any other interests, I would envy them. I would envy that their parents had the experience and the 

time to share such interests with them. What I learned from my parents was the need to work hard. 

Working hard meant being constantly tired, lacking the energy to be with your children, waking up at 4 

am to catch a ferry, getting kicked during a football match, and picking yourself up all the same, being 

bullied because of a name, and not being allowed to manifest vulnerability.  

Migration is often depicted as a story of physical displacement or economic hardship (Castles & 

Miller, 2014), yet my family’s experience reveals a far more intricate narrative. This study explores the 

experience of a migrant family negotiating or forming an identity in the host country. It explores if and 

how the cultural, societal, and political factors of the host country impact individual family members, 

together with their formation and negotiation of identity.   

The process of migration implies crossing not only geographical borders, but also psychological, 

emotional, and behavioural boundaries (Castles & Miller, 2014). This study is also a reflection of a shift 

in my experience of being a migrant. It enabled a process whereby I started unpacking the word migrant, 

the experience of being a migrant together with my family, and finally integrating it within my identity.  

The first time that I addressed culture and identity was due to an assignment in my Master’s degree. 

I sought to examine the concept that “an individual cannot, through introspection and self-examination, 

understand herself or the forces that mould her life, without understanding culture” (Thomas & Sillen, 

1972, as cited in Lago, 2006, p.192). 

 I wondered to what extent my identity was influenced by my family, and how we were influenced by 

each other's identities. I wondered about how we were influenced by the experience of work, community, 

school, and services. I questioned whether – and to what extent – culture was valued. I considered how 

migrating to Malta had impacted our sense of identity. I also wondered whether, and how, we had 

adapted, and what compromises we had to make. Finally, I asked myself whether, and in what ways, 

our experiences were related to others’.  

Following these reflections, I extended my examination of migration, culture, and identity by making 

them the central focus of this study. Before delving into this research, I distanced myself from the term 

’migrant’ and its associations with poverty, limited education, and social marginalisation. To me, the 
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label seemed ill-fitting, and I identified more readily with the term’foreigner’, as my experience felt distinct 

from what I understood to be the ’typical’migrant story. However, as I engaged more deeply with the 

migrant experience both academically and personally, I began to understand that migration is not simply 

a physical relocation; it is a profound transformation that reshapes one’s sense of self. At the heart of 

this exploration is the question: how does migration affect the negotiation of identity within the context 

of family and collective history? These questions are not merely intellectual – they are deeply personal, 

rooted in the process of understanding my own place within the transnational history of Albanian 

migration.  

Broader themes emerged through this study – language, stereotyping, belonging, and otherness – 

particularly from the interviews conducted with my family members. By analysing their migration 

narratives, I identified these recurring motifs, which I then sought to contextualise and support through 

existing literature. This process of synthesis allowed me to connect personal histories with theoretical 

frameworks, enriching my understanding of how migration shapes identity over time. 

To guide this exploration, I drew upon social constructionism as the theoretical framework. This 

approach challenges the notion of fixed, essential identities and instead emphasises how identities are 

continuously shaped through social processes, language, and cultural norms (Burr, 1995). In this 

context, migration is not merely the movement of people but a dynamic process of negotiating identity 

in response to societal structures, discourses, and relationships (Gannon, 2013). Central to this 

framework is the role of language in constructing and maintaining notions of belonging, as well as how 

language both reflects and reinforces societal stereotypes about migrants (Perude, et al.,1990).  

This study adopts autoethnography as its primary methodology, offering a deeply reflective lens 

through which to examine the migrant experience via personal and collective narratives. In line with 

social constructionism, which challenges the idea of objective, universal knowledge, autoethnography 

explores how identities are shaped by cultural and social forces, including language (Adams, et al., 

2015). Autoethnography offers a unique opportunity to combine personal storytelling with academic 

analysis, allowing me to engage both as a researcher and participant in the study of migration and 

identity (Jones, et al., 2013). 

The narratives of my family’s journey from Albania to Malta not only expose tensions between 

expectations and reality but also the intricate challenges of identity negotiation, attachment, and the 

emotional consequences of displacement. These themes, which emerged from the interviews 

conducted with my family members, reflect the complexities of migration and its lasting impact on 

personal and collective identity. The interviews revealed how these individuals navigated the delicate 

balance between maintaining cultural ties and adapting to new environments. Through this, I came to 

understand the emotional weight of migration – where connection to the homeland and the experience 

of displacement often collide, reshaping the way identity is formed and reformed over time. 

By weaving together individual and collective narratives, this article examines the multifaceted nature 

of migration – how it is shaped by socio-economic factors, cultural tensions, and the internalised 

language of belonging (Bruner, 1990). The process of conducting interviews with my family members –  

navigating the delicate balance between researcher and relative –has underscored the relational and 

emotional complexities inherent in autoethnographic research (Johnson & Rowlands, 2008). This article 

also reflects on the limitations of my methodology. It offers insights into how conducting a deeply 

personal study shaped my understanding of migration, identity, and the roles I occupy as a researcher, 

counsellor, and finally as an individual.  

By tracing these intricacies, I seek to contribute to a deeper understanding of how migration is 

experienced and narrated. The process of identity formation for migrants is one of constant negotiation 

–  between belonging and exclusion, between home and away, between self and the other. 

Through this reflective account, I aim to offer new perspectives on how migration can reshape not 

only the external circumstances of individuals but also their very sense of who they are in relation to the 

world around them. 
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Literature Review  

Migration is a complex, multifaceted experience that extends far beyond the physical relocation of 

individuals from one place to another (Castles & Miller, 2014). Whether driven by economic need, 

political conflict, or the pursuit of a better life, migration can lead to profound personal and familial 

transformations (Castles & Miller, 2014). Writing this study bore witness to my family’s process of 

negotiating and renegotiating the meaning of identity through the experiences of migration, loss, 

acculturation, and vulnerability. Sharing our stories puts us on the same playing field. As we shared our 

experiences, we became equally vulnerable to each other, which made us realise the significance of 

each experience. In working on this collaborative autoethnography, I recognised the value of each 

experience, which added to my understanding of the migration process. Including multiple voices 

challenged my understanding of our experience of migration by uncovering the taken-for-granted 

aspects of each individual identity. 

As individuals traverse between their homeland and the host society, they are not only reshaping 

their physical and social environments but also reconfiguring their self-concept in response to various 

external and internal forces (Alvarez, 1999). This literature review explores the emotional, psychological, 

and social dimensions of migration, with a particular focus on how language, stereotypes, and 

attachment shape identity formation in the context of forced migration or relocation. 

Theoretical Framework  

The process of migration and its effects on identity formation can be understood through several key 

theoretical perspectives. Theories such as Social Identity Theory, Attachment Theory, and discourse 

analysis provide a conceptual basis for understanding how migration affects self-perception, social 

integration, and emotional regulation. These frameworks allow researchers to explore how language 

constructs and deconstructs belonging, how stereotypes influence self-perception, and how attachment-

related challenges shape emotional regulation during the migration process.  

Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969) together offer 

a comprehensive understanding of the psychological and social challenges migrants face. Migration 

forces individuals to navigate between in-group ties such as cultural and familial bonds and out-group 

pressures, including the norms of the host society (Kristal-Andersson, 2000). This can generate an 

identity crisis, as migrants may feel compelled to assimilate but also encounter resistance, both from 

societal stereotypes and internal conflicts over cultural preservation (Miller, 1986).  

Attachment Theory deepens this aspect by emphasising how migration disrupts primary attachment 

bonds, particularly when emotional support is lacking (Van Ecke, 2005). This disruption can lead to 

difficulties in emotional regulation, trust, and relational stability (Dopp & Cain, 2012). These attachment 

challenges intensify the identity negotiation process described by Social Identity Theory, complicating 

migrants’ integration into new social groups (Simpson & Rholes, 2017). Discourse analysis further 

reveals how societal narratives and media representations of migrants shape public attitudes as well as 

personal self-conception, adding a further layer to the psychological complexity of migration (Burr, 

1995). Together, these frameworks highlight the intertwined social and emotional dimensions of identity 

renegotiation in the migrant experience (Falicov, 2003). 

Language  

Language, both a tool of communication and a marker of identity, plays a crucial role in the migrant 

experience (Vathi, 2015). According to Perdue et al. (1990), collective pronouns such as “we”, “us”, 

“our”, and “they” are powerful in fostering in-group cohesion and establishing social boundaries. Through 

language, individuals communicate their sense of belonging, often constructing a dichotomy of "us" 

versus "them", where the out-group is seen as fundamentally different and often inferior (Nunez, 2014; 

Miller, 1986). This dynamic is particularly salient for migrants, whose linguistic abilities (or lack thereof) 

shape their social positioning and integration within the host society (Ainslie, et al., 2013; Alvarez, 2019). 
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From a personal perspective, I have often experienced how language situates me within or outside 

the dominant social group. As an immigrant, my sense of self has been shaped not only by my internal 

dialogue but also by the external categorisation of others. The constant negotiation between the 

languages of my heritage, Albanian, and the languages of my adopted country, Maltese and English, 

has meant that I am perpetually shifting between identities. Language becomes a tool for navigating 

between cultural expectations, creating a complex interplay of belonging and exclusion (Grosjean, 2001; 

Rovira, 2008). This linguistic duality mirrors the fragmentation I have felt in terms of self-identity, as I 

constantly moved between the worlds of "us" and "them", my heritage versus the new society.  

In Burr’s (1995) analysis, language is embedded within the social and cultural discourses that 

structure our understanding of reality. These discourses, often laden with power and status, shape how 

we perceive ourselves and others (Burr, 1995). In the context of migration, language is not just a means 

of communication but a way of negotiating social power (Foucault, 1984; Fiske et al., 2010). When we 

first arrived in Malta, our inability to speak the language fluently became a significant and visible barrier. 

Not only did it hinder practical communication, but it also isolated us from forming deeper connections 

within the new society. The language barrier was symbolic of a deeper emotional and cultural gap that 

was difficult to bridge. 

Stereotypes 

Stereotypes are another crucial factor in the migration experience, as they often serve to reinforce 

societal divisions (Deaux, 2001). Social identity theory suggests that individuals tend to favour their in-

group, viewing the out-group as homogeneous and inferior (Swann & Bosson, 2010). For migrants, 

these stereotypes often take the form of negative labels, based on ethnicity, nationality, or perceived 

difference. These labels not only reduce the complexity of individual lives but also position migrants as 

"Other", fundamentally different from the mainstream population. 

The creation of “Otherness” plays a significant role in shaping how migrants perceive themselves. 

Lawson and Garrod (2003) argued that stereotypes confine individuals to narrow identities, hindering 

their ability to integrate into the host society. This process of marginalisation is deeply psychological, 

forcing individuals to confront an image of themselves shaped by external judgement. From my own 

experience, the stereotype of the migrant as a foreigner and outsider was internalised and became a 

limiting factor in our social integration. At times, I struggled to be seen beyond the reductive labels 

imposed upon us, which created a sense of alienation.  

For many migrants, the pressure to either assimilate into the dominant culture or maintain one’s 

ethnic identity creates an internal conflict (Kristal- Andersson, 2000). The desire for belonging and 

acceptance can lead to self-effacing behaviours, where the individual suppresses aspects of their 

identity to fit into the mainstream (Kristal-Andersson, 2000; Ainslie, et al., 2013). This self-alienation 

often breeds feelings of disconnection, as the migrant navigates a fine line between cultural preservation 

and social conformity. The tension between “being oneself” and “fitting in” is a continuous emotional 

struggle, one that often results in profound psychological consequences (Miller, 1986). 

Renegotiating identity  

Renegotiating identity in the context of migration is an ongoing process. Joseph (2016) emphasised 

that identity is not a static possession but a dynamic, ever-changing construct that is continually 

negotiated. This understanding has been liberating for me, as it allows me to see that identity is 

something I actively perform, shaped through my choices, experiences, and interactions with others. 

Migration has not just been a journey of physical relocation but a continuous process of self-making, 

one that is still ongoing. 

Writing this autoethnography has provided me with a profound opportunity for self-reflection. As I 

examined my family's migration story, I could see how our collective experiences of displacement 

shaped my personal identity. The emotional scars left by migration, separation from extended family, 

cultural dislocation, and the need to constantly prove my worth –all contributed to the renegotiation of 
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who I am. This renegotiation is not about finding one’s fixed identity but about acknowledging the fluidity 

of identity and embracing the multiplicity of selves that emerge from migration. 

Ultimately, migration is not a linear process but a dynamic, ongoing renegotiation of identity - one 

that extends beyond moving and settling (Castles & Miller, 2014). Migration is not simply a matter of 

deciding to go abroad, following a series of steps, and being done. This article highlights the emotional 

and psychological complexity of migration, offering both a personal and theoretical lens through which 

to understand the broader implications of displacement and identity transformation. 

Methodology 

Autoethnography served as a key framework for this inquiry. Autoethnography allows for a unique 

blend of personal narrative and critical cultural analysis, enabling a deeper understanding of the migrant 

experience (Hernandez & Ngunjiri, 2013). Adopting this methodology, I have examined how my own 

story of migration and that of my family can shed light on the emotional and psychological dimensions 

of identity construction, offering insights that bridge personal experience with broader social and cultural 

contexts.  

Conducting autoethnography was not solely about uncovering the narrative of migration, identity, 

and belonging. It was about re-engaging with my own history, recognising how my family's experiences 

shaped my own, and navigating the deep emotional terrain that this process entailed. The relational and 

emotional aspects of autoethnography are not only central to its practice but also to its capacity to shed 

light on the nuanced and lived realities of migration (Adams et al., 2014).   

All family members referenced in this research, by their familial roles, provided informed consent to 

be identified as such. Participation was voluntary, and all individuals were fully briefed on the scope, 

purpose, and use of the information within the context of this study. Their consent included permission 

to disclose their familial role in relation to the participant while ensuring that no personally identifiable 

information was revealed beyond that designation. 

Interviews take on “postmodern sensibilities” by blurring the boundaries between the roles of 

interviewer and interviewee to diminish the societal power dynamic (Borer & Fontana, 2008). As I came 

to realise the role of active participation in the interview, I had to become reflexive by acknowledging 

who I was in the interview, what I would bring to it, and how it would be constructed (Hertz, 1997). I have 

become more aware of issues of representation. Each individual member of the family and I were 

working together to construct our narrative. The awareness of the roles played in the interview exchange 

has led interviewers to try to capture and represent them (Borer & Fontana, 2008). Thus, to be able to 

represent each member, I expressed their lived experience and included multiple realities. The 

interviews were open-ended, with minimal interruptions, allowing respondents to use their own language 

and narrative style to encourage elaboration of personal experiences (Mishler, 1986). They followed an 

unstructured format, in which I, as the interviewer, relied on personal skill to adapt to the shifting 

dynamics of the interaction (Borer & Fontana, 2008).  

The interview method is typically determined by the research question posed earlier. Research that 

is descriptive, exploratory, and requiring qualitative data focusing on the ‘what’ and ‘how’ calls for in-

depth interviewing (Johnson & Rowlands, 2008). In-depth interviewing is intersubjective in the sense 

that the interviewer’s perceptions and understanding change through interactions with the interviewee. 

Using in-depth interviewing, a deeper understanding allows the interviewer to grasp multiple views and 

meanings (Johnson & Rowlands, 2008). While conducting these in-depth interviews, I had to be self-

reflective and self-conscious about my interactions with others (Johnson & Rowlands, 2008), since 

personal and intimate information is commonly elicited in in-depth interviews, with ethical responsibility 

firmly placed on the interviewer (Austin, 2008).  

Data was therefore collected through semi-structured interviews with research participants, 

according flexibility in the exploration of their individual migration narratives. The interviews were audio-

recorded with consent and conducted in a quiet, private setting to support openness and emotional 

safety.  After conducting the interviews, they were transcribed in full and integrated into a narrative 

chapter that wove together the migration stories of each participant. I refer to close family members 
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using relational terms (“my mother”, “my father”, “my sister”) rather than using names, in order to 

preserve their privacy while maintaining the intimacy of the narrative. Where sensitive or potentially 

identifiable information is included, consent was obtained or the details were modified to protect 

anonymity. To ensure ethical integrity and collaborative authorship, I read the completed narrative back 

to the participants, inviting their feedback and ensuring that they were comfortable with the way their 

voices and experiences had been represented. 

      For the scope of this article, I have carefully selected excerpts that best represent the key themes 

while also aiming to preserve the context and emotional depth of the participants’ stories. These quotes 

were chosen not only on the basis of their relevance but also to allow the reader to meaningfully engage 

with the broader narrative, despite the absence of the full text.  

Ethical Considerations  

The ethical considerations of conducting research with family members are multifaceted and require 

constant negotiation between the desire for knowledge and the protection of emotional integrity. 

Etherington (2004) emphasises that ethical research is not simply about adhering to formal codes but 

also about demonstrating emotional care in the research process. In my study, ensuring the well-being 

of my family members – particularly my parents – was paramount. As Austin (2008) suggested, the 

researcher’s emotional investment cannot be separated from the process, and thus the researcher must 

be attuned to the impact their work has on the participants, especially when personal histories are at the 

forefront. 

Informed consent was obtained from all participants. Pseudonyms have been used to protect their 

identities, and the family members mentioned in interviews are referred to by role only (e.g., “mother”), 

and this was done with participant consent. In cases where family members might be identifiable, 

additional consent was obtained from them to ensure ethical transparency. 

The difficulty of balancing the pursuit of truth with emotional care became particularly clear during 

my interviews with my mother and father. Both resisted delving into certain aspects of their migration 

stories, either by avoiding direct answers or by providing brief, emotionally distant responses. This raised 

the ethical dilemma of whether it was right to interrogate further in the name of research, or whether I 

should respect their boundaries and discontinue the interview process. I came to the realisation that 

while the goal of research is to uncover meaningful insights, these insights must not come at the expense 

of emotional harm. Another significant ethical moment occurred during the process of reading the 

narrative chapter aloud to my family. This collective reading was not only an opportunity to check for 

accuracy and obtain consent regarding what would be publicly shared but also a profound moment of 

mutual vulnerability. This was a pivotal moment in my understanding of the ethics of autoethnography, 

where the research process itself became an act of emotional negotiation and mutual respect (Ellis, 

2007; Hernandez & Ngunjiri, 2013).  

Autoethnography as a Process of Relational Research 

Autoethnography, both as a methodological and relational approach, enabled me to explore the 

intersections of identity, migration, and belonging through a deeply personal lens. It offered a space not 

only for intellectual inquiry but also to engage in the ethical and emotional complexities that arise when 

one's own history becomes the subject of research. The reflexive nature of this method required me to 

navigate the delicate balance between academic rigour and emotional authenticity, particularly in 

representing the lived experiences of my family. As Mendez (2013) notes, reflexive inquiry demands 

confronting one’s vulnerabilities, a reality that became central to my research process. Revisiting my 

own migration story, and especially those of my family members, caused a range of difficult emotions, 

such as grief, anger, guilt, and loss, to surface. Writing about these experiences was both cathartic and 

deeply challenging, as I struggled to maintain an emotionally sustainable distance between myself and 

my academic role. 
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The emotional labour of autoethnographic work cannot be overstated. It requires sustained 

engagement with the tensions between personal truth and scholarly analysis. As Douglas and Carless 

(2013) suggest, autoethnography is never purely theoretical; it is an embodied and affective process 

that involves continual negotiation of identity and meaning. In my case, writing was more than an 

academic task; it became a process of re-experiencing and reframing my life narrative. This dual role of 

researcher and participant was especially apparent during family interviews, where I found myself 

situated within, rather than outside, the stories being narrated. The emotional intensity of those moments 

underscored the complexity of conducting research from within one’s own community. Yet it also 

revealed the power of autoethnography to convey migration not merely as a sociopolitical event, but as 

a profoundly human experience, one that shapes the stories we tell, the silences we carry, and the 

identities we continue to perform. 

Confronting the Limitations of Data 

As a data collection tool, memory posed significant challenges to the rigour of this study. Kivel and 

Johnson (2009) have emphasised that memory is both a powerful tool to construct identity and a fraught 

source of data due to its subjective nature. In my research, memory was not always reliable. I frequently 

found myself questioning the accuracy of recollections, especially when these conflicted with the 

narratives of family members. The process of translating these memories into coherent narratives raised 

the question of whether personal recollections, often influenced by emotion and the passage of time, 

could be considered a finding in itself.  

Despite the challenges, I argue that memory, with all its imperfections, plays a crucial role in 

autoethnography, particularly when exploring the emotional dimensions of migration. Through Burr 

(1995)’s argument that social and cultural discourses shape our understanding of the past, I was able 

to acknowledge the fluidity and subjectivity of memory. Rather than seeing these limitations as obstacles 

to rigour, I came to view them as integral to understanding the emotional complexity of migration. 

Memory did not simply reconstruct a factual history; it illuminated the feelings of loss, resilience, and 

transformation that shaped my family’s migration journey. 

Negotiating the Roles of Researcher and Relative 

One of the most significant challenges in this study was the negotiation of my roles as researcher as 

well as family member. As Diebel (2008) pointed out, maintaining objectivity in qualitative research is 

often illusory, particularly when the researcher is personally connected to the subject. In my case, the 

blurred boundary between researcher and relative was both a strength and a limitation. My intimate 

knowledge of my family’s history provided rich insights, but it also made it somewhat difficult to maintain 

professional distance during interviews. For instance, when interviewing my sister, I found it impossible 

to remain detached and open to her narrative. We shared the common experience of migration, and her 

emotions mirrored mine in many ways. At times, the interview became less about collecting data and 

more about a mutual act of emotion-sharing. I had to remind myself of my role as a researcher, but being 

emotionally affected and personally entangled in the very narratives I was exploring became an essential 

part of the data collection process. 

Similarly, during the interviews with my parents, I was not merely an academic researcher; I was a 

daughter revisiting painful memories alongside them. As Gearing (2008) asserted, the relationships 

between interviewer and interviewee are shaped by their shared histories and emotional connections. 

The power dynamics shifted constantly, and my role as daughter often intertwined with my role as 

researcher, complicating the data collection process. Yet, these complexities also deepened my 

understanding of how migration impacts families – not just individually, but relationally.  

 

 

 

 



Rama  ‘A' is for Alien, but also Albanian 

 67 

Narratives 

The Migrant Footballer 

My father's migration journey began with a chance encounter: a football scout noticed his talent while 

playing in Albania, offering him the opportunity to move to Malta and play professional football.  

“The green light came and gave me the opportunity to get away from life over there. I immediately 

accepted the offer, and I had decided to come to play football in Malta...” 

The migration of football players, particularly in the 1990s, became a recognised and legitimate form 

of labour migration (Maguire & Stead, 1998). This movement across borders in search of better 

economic opportunities and professional growth has since become commonplace in the world of football 

(Van Campenhout, et al., 2019). However, despite the allure of higher wages and professional status, 

the transition to a foreign country also carried significant emotional and psychological challenges.  

“He would spend most of his time training for football because that's what he was here for. After 

training, he would go to an empty room and ponder on the people he left behind, unable to 

communicate with his loved ones or hear his children's voices. He was alone with his thoughts.” 

Playing football in Albania granted some privileges and class status in society.  

“I, for example, was privileged there. I had a very good wage, better than policemen, teaching 

professionals, medics. I was treated in a very entitled way, in all aspects...” 

His experience of status in Albania was challenged when he migrated, which may have created a 

discontinuity in his sense of self (Ainslie, et al., 2013).  

Upon moving to Malta, my father quickly found that expectations of performance were high, both on 

and off the field. As a key player, he was expected to be the team's all-around contributor – scoring, 

defending, and maintaining midfield control.  

“Even if they just kicked me during games, I would get up I never gave up or got back to them. I 

was tough, I wasn’t scared, I always picked myself up, and I would never think of acting injured…” 

The pressure was immense, and he faced stress, job-related anxiety, and physical demands that left 

little room for personal growth (Hollander, et al., 1995; Nesti, et al., 2012). The responsibility of being 

the highest-paid player meant that any failure in performance would be blamed on him, further 

compounding his stress.  

An additional challenge was the language barrier, which not only hindered daily communication but 

also affected on-field interactions with teammates. Language, as a central tool of communication and 

identity, plays a crucial role in how migrants adapt to their new environments (Elliot, 2013). Losing the 

ability to speak his native language left my father feeling isolated, as language plays a vital role in 

organising self-identity (Ainslie, et al., 2013). This sense of loss, combined with the demands of a foreign 

environment, made it difficult for him to adjust both professionally and personally.  

“It was stressful too, not knowing a word to communicate with, at the age of 35, it wasn't easy not 

knowing to speak a language. I would pick up a word or two here and there...” 

Despite these challenges, the support my father received from the football club played a significant 

role in easing his transition. The provision of accommodation, timely payment of his salary, and 

assistance in moving our family to Malta helped to create a sense of stability. However, the yearly 

renewal of his contract added uncertainty and anxiety to his life (Paris, 2016). The constant need to 

renew work documents and contracts created a precarious existence, preventing long-term planning 

and contributing to stress (Brownrigg, et al., 2012).  
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“…every month, my parents would renew their documents to be able to live here. Only my father 

had the right to work, and all of us depended on these documents.” 

This placed immense pressure on him, a burden that was intensified by his role as the sole 

breadwinner. Football, which had always been a central part of his identity, became more than just a 

personal passion – it turned into a financial lifeline, supporting not only our immediate family but also 

extended relatives in Albania. This sense of obligation, compounded by the absence of a clear path 

forward in his career, meant that my father was frequently preoccupied with the risks of financial 

instability and job insecurity. 

“We would think, ok, maybe this is the last year that it will be renewed, so maybe we’ll go back, 

but then the next year came and it was renewed again.  That means we were never stable and 

settled, and we never knew exactly what we were going to do.” 

Immigration activated the mourning processes: mourning parents, siblings, and the broader network 

of relations that organise identities (Ainslie, et al., 2013). Moreover, in the first seven years, my father 

was unable to return to Albania due to the documents and migration policy. Such inability to visit or 

attend funerals caused an ongoing inner struggle and living with the guilt of not being able to go back 

home (Lumaj, 2017). As Baldassar (2014) argues, guilt and guilt trips are intricately tied to these 

relational expectations, serving as emotional responses to divergent understandings of caregiving 

obligations across time and space.  

“Our grandparents got older and they also got sick, but we couldn’t visit them. We didn't have the 

money to go back, and it wasn’t allowed to travel back, especially after having applied for the 

residence permit. Our parents didn’t get to be next to their parents when they passed away; they 

only got to know through that telephone booth on the monthly call. “She died and I couldn't  go…” 

The Broken Shoe Heel 

For my mother, migration represented both a loss and an opportunity. Leaving behind family, friends, 

and a comfortable life in Albania was an emotional upheaval. The lack of experience in international 

travel added to her uncertainty, and she arrived in Malta with only minimal belongings, including a broken 

shoe heel. This symbolic item represented not only a material loss but also an emotional one – the 

sense of leaving behind a life that could never be fully reconstructed. 

“It wasn't easy because we couldn't speak to our families, because we didn't have phones, you 

know, it was expensive to call…you would have to queue to make a call… it depended also on the 

weather…” 

The monthly call would be very quick but also very intense. All the updates would be given at that 

moment. We would call on some holidays, or when we would celebrate an event, but it wasn’t the same. 

Back in Albania, feasts would always bring the whole family together. The entire family would meet up 

and celebrate, but here in Malta, we couldn’t do that. We didn’t have anyone to celebrate with.” 

The initial shock of migration was marked by feelings of confusion, anger, and disillusionment. My 

mother had been promised a better life abroad, yet the reality of our new situation was far from what 

she had envisioned. The stark difference between expectations and reality intensified her feelings of 

loss and insecurity (Cwerner, 2011).  

“The moment I arrived here, everything was different, you know, but I had the thought that I would 

find things better abroad, but it was worse. It was much, much worse.” 

The experience of migration is also accompanied by the process of mourning a variety of losses 

(Garza-Guerrero, 2016): the mourning of familiar objects, smells, tastes, sounds, and of culture itself 
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(Ainslie, et al., 2013). Although people and places are left behind, they remain keenly present in memory 

and in rituals (Falicov, 2003). 

“There were moments when I cried without you seeing me obviously... and I would just ask myself, 

‘why did we come here?’... but it was mostly when there was a feast or celebration that I would 

feel it ...We were used to staying together...” 

Language barriers further complicated my mother’s adaptation to her new life. Unable to 

communicate effectively in either Maltese or English, she struggled to express herself, leading to 

feelings of inferiority and isolation and, at times, a painful sense of invisibility, as if her presence and 

voice were unnoticed or unacknowledged (Kristal-Andersson, 2000). 

As a result, she was often misunderstood and mistreated (Alavez, 2008).  

“There is nothing worse than being told that even if you didn't do anything wrong, that they can do 

whatever they want with you and that you can't do anything about it... at the end I had no rights, I 

didn't have the money to go to a lawyer, and so I had to let it go...” 

These experiences created a discrepancy between her actual individual capacities and what she 

was able to communicate (Ainslie et al., 2013).  

“Mum used to try to communicate with signs and pointing, simply trying to explain to the 

shopkeeper that she needed sheets because we didn't have any. She used to manage with some 

form of sign language. They didn’t have phones to translate for them back then.” 

These communication difficulties not only affected her social interactions but also her ability to 

support us as we adapted to the new environment. As children, we assumed the role of interpreters, 

helping her navigate bureaucracy, medical appointments, and other essential tasks. This "language 

brokering" shifted the family dynamics and increased the responsibility placed on us as children 

(Titzmann, 2011).  

“Our parents were not well informed of the system here, and they didn’t know anyone who could 

help them. They couldn’t speak or read English very well, and occasionally this would hinder their 

ability to make certain decisions (Rama, 2020, p.26).” 

The difference between our acculturation process and hers led to feelings of guilt and helplessness 

as we played the role of translators/interpreters (Ali, 2008). The feelings of guilt arose because, as a 

parent, she recognised that the challenges she faced in fulfilling her maternal obligations had intensified 

over time, while her capacity to meet these expectations had diminished. This disconnect between her 

desires and her ability to care for her children led to a deep sense of guilt (Ali, 2008).  

“It wasn't very easy because you were still very young, there was no one to take care of you and 

to look after you. I would say, ‘but we need to work because it wasn't enough’. You wanted things 

like all the other kids, but we weren't able to provide these things, so I would tell myself that I 

needed to work because it wasn't enough.” 

The decrease in parental authority and control is often associated with the incongruity felt due to 

acculturation (Bush, et al., 2010). Acculturation differences between parents and children create conflict. 

Parents may have difficulties letting go of norms or developmental expectations and rearing practices 

that are more appropriate in their country of origin (Alvarez, 2019). Being faced with a different value 

system caused my mother to compare and question her values (Kristal-Andersson, 2000). 

Immigrant parents face the challenging task of reconciling two cultures and making sense of what 

they observe (Nesteruk & Marks, 2011). While the transmission of autonomy, achievement, and 

personal values was prioritised over the deliberate cultivation of a distinct ethnic identity (Vathi, 2015), 

elements of Albanian identity were nonetheless conveyed in more subtle and indirect ways. 
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  “We somehow were different, different in the way we spoke to our teachers and to adults. We 

were responsible, considerate, and we paid attention to small gestures. We were available to help 

others, and we were loyal to our friendships. We were most definitely outspoken and opinionated.” 

 

In response to experiences of discrimination and pervasive negative stereotypes, our parents often 

chose not to emphasise ethnic identity explicitly (Vathi, 2015). Instead, identity was communicated 

through the rejection of stigmas associated with being Albanian, as well as the implicit reinforcement of 

certain cultural norms and behaviours. These influences were not immediately recognised as being 

culturally specific; rather, they were simply perceived as aspects of our parents’ individual personalities 

or parenting style. It was only later in life that we came to understand these traits as reflective of a 

broader Albanian cultural framework, highlighting the blurred boundaries between personal and cultural 

identity in the context of migration. 

My mother's struggle with identity and belonging was further complicated by her role as a migrant 

parent. Acculturation differences between her and us created tension, as she adhered to the norms and 

practices from Albania while we, as children, adapted more quickly to the local culture (Alvarez, 2019).  

““…as my parents would say, I have Maltese habits. That was mostly used when they disliked 

something I did.” 

 The shifting dynamics in our family structure and the change in my mother’s working role in Malta 

were difficult adjustments. Despite the hardships, my mother remained determined to ensure that we 

succeeded academically and integrated well within the new society, even as she grappled with her own 

feelings of loss and alienation. 

We persisted in getting Maltese citizenship, as it would have given us a sense of safety since we 

would then not be deported from the country (Anderson, 2013).  

“Five years passed, we applied for the residence and passport, nothing happened for years and 

years, five more years passed, almost ten years, they told us no, now it has been extended 

because there were other issues...We had settled here, we were at school, we paid taxes, and we 

followed the usual procedures like everybody else. Yet, we did not have the same rights. Every 

year, we would have to apply for a working permit; every time, we would have to go through the 

whole process of registering.” 

Citizenship is seen as a signal to the individual immigrant that they are regarded as a member of the 

host community, on equal footing with the native population (Simonsen, 2017). Thus, “withholding 

immigrants the right to citizenship may be a powerful tool that can undermine the ability of newcomers 

to belong” (Wright & Bloemraad, 2012, p. 79), and conversely for immigrants who naturalise (Simonsen, 

2017). 

Children of Migrants 

“In Albania, my sister used to play outside with other kids. They played football, rolled in mud, rode 

bicycles, and Nana would take her on some trips to Shkodra, where all the cousins used to gather.” 

For my sister and me, migration had profound implications for our emotional and psychological 

development. As children, we experienced loss not only in a physical sense, leaving behind extended 

family, but also in terms of the cultural and social connections that defined our identity.  

“We didn’t have any cousins to play with here or family to go to. Sometimes it felt quite lonely. 

From time to time, I would play alone on the porch, cooking up some limestone dust mixed with 

water.” 

Loss, both physical and symbolic, can be a destabilising experience for children, leading to 

confusion, emotional turmoil, and a sense of disconnection from both past and present (Hooyman & 
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Kramer, 2006; Kuehn, 2013). The separation from our extended family and the dislocation from the 

familiar social and cultural fabric of Albania led to feelings of insecurity and longing. 

From an attachment perspective, displacement and the absence of close family connections in Malta 

contributed to a sense of insecurity in our emotional relationships. The lack of a consistent support 

network, coupled with the loss of familiar caregivers, activated feelings of fear and anxiety (Bowlby, 

1969; Van Ecke, 2005). This sense of insecurity was exacerbated by the pressures of adaptation in a 

foreign environment and the internalised fear of abandonment that can arise in migratory contexts.   

“I can’t speak English as well as I should, I can’t speak Maltese as well as I should, and I can't 

read, write, or speak Albanian as properly as I should…” 

As children, we quickly became multilingual, learning both Maltese and English to function in school 

and society. However, this linguistic flexibility also disconnected us from our cultural roots. While 

Albanian remained an important part of our ethnic identity, the emphasis on learning English and 

Maltese created a fluid sense of belonging (Vathi, 2015). We found ourselves straddling two cultures, 

negotiating between them as we tried to make sense of who we were in a new context. The language 

barriers faced by our parents and the role we played in mediating between them and the outside world 

led to shifts in family dynamics, with us assuming responsibilities that would typically fall to the parents 

(Titzmann, 2011). 

“We visited various offices, though I could not tell which one was which; all I knew is that there 

was always a queue. People there would be huffing and puffing; some were walking back and 

forth, some were holding their kids closely to them, and we were there, waiting for our turn. I 

always seemed to entertain myself by looking around and observing people. Agitation and a sense 

of heaviness was quite a normal feeling in these places. We would accompany Mum so that we 

could translate just in case she was told something which she couldn’t understand.” 

This experience of ’role reversal’ often resulted in a loss of childhood innocence and a shift in family 

hierarchies, as my sister assumed greater responsibility for our family's integration and survival. She 

became more mature than her peers, assuming a mentor-like role in our family, which further distanced 

her from others her age (Vathi, 2011). This sense of agency, although empowering, also created a gap 

between her and the community, as she had to prioritise family obligations over socialisation and 

personal development.  

“So, being close to my parents, it has allowed us to grow up faster, so it was not necessarily easy 

to… create relationships with my friends simply because my opinions were not of a 15-year-old 

but of somebody who was a 30-year-old…”  

Being able to identify with our parents' dreams and sacrifices, we set out to achieve in school and 

integrate into society (Falicov, 2003). As children, we adopted characteristics associated with the 

‘migrant identity’ by being self-sufficient, studying harder than others, being more goal-oriented, and 

achieving the migration goal of having a better future (Falicov, 2003). 

“My mother would encourage me to work harder than I did; regardless of how I felt, she would tell 

me to study more, to read more, or to do extra work. After all this work, I would get a good grade, 

which I would want to proudly show to my mum. However, she would always say, “You can do 

better”. 

After seven years of living in Malta, we were granted a visa to visit Albania. This return visit to our 

home country allowed us to reconnect with family and cultural roots that had been severed by migration. 

For my sister, the visit was particularly significant, as it was her first opportunity to reconnect with her 

childhood and extended family. The experience of return was a bittersweet one, tinged by feelings of 

nostalgia and loss for what had been left behind (Falicov, 2003). 
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“I didn't want to come back to Malta because I had this sense of family ... this sense of belonging 

... people taking care of you ... it was not just your parents taking care of you ... there were uncles, 

aunties, cousins, and that was really nice.” 

 

 

 

 

For my sister, the visit served to ’restore’ a sense of belonging, even though the experience was 

fraught with contradictions. On one hand, it rekindled familial bonds and emotional connections. On the 

other hand, it highlighted the gap between the opportunities available in Malta and the emotional and 

social support found in Albania. The return visit underscored the complexities of identity for children of 

migrants – caught between two worlds, two identities, and a sense of belonging that was never fully 

realised in either place (Vathi, 2015). 

“I’m Albanian, but I'm ok here, but still I'm Albanian .. .no no still ... I feel Albanian but I live here...” 

My family’s experiences highlight the emotional and psychological complexities of migration. For my 

father, the journey was marked by professional pressures, identity shifts, and uncertainty. For my 

mother, migration was an arduous transition that involved language barriers, economic hardship, and 

the struggle to maintain cultural and familial connections. For my sister and me, migration meant 

navigating a dual identity, balancing the expectations of our Albanian heritage with the realities of life in 

Malta. Ultimately, our migration story is one of continuous adaptation, identity transformation, and the 

quest for belonging in a world that is constantly shifting. 

Writing as Witnessing 

Drawing on Falicov’s (2003) metaphor of soil residue on a plant’s roots, I recognise that my past – 

my family’s migration and cultural identity – remains deeply embedded in who I am today. Rather than 

washing away this history, I have learned to honour it as an essential part of my personal and 

professional growth. 

Through autoethnography, I have explored how migration has influenced my sense of self and 

shaped my work as a counsellor. Inspired by the work and ideas of Lago (2011) and Hook et al., (2017), 

I have embraced cultural humility, recognising that effective practice involves ongoing self-reflection and 

sensitivity to each client’s unique cultural context. My early counselling placements – working with 

children, football players, and migrants – were unconsciously shaped by my own migration story. These 

experiences deepened my empathy and pushed me to adapt my practice in ways that promote inclusion 

and empowerment. As Ryde (2011) and Sparkes (2002) suggest, this has been a space for processing, 

witnessing, and integrating the emotional complexities of identity and migration. This study has become 

a part of that process – bearing witness to my evolving understanding of self, culture, and the 

transformative power of therapeutic work. 

In line with Holman Jones (2005)’s research, this study is an attempt to “set a scene, tell a story, 

weave intricate connections among experience and theory, evocation and explanation,” and ultimately, 

to witness my own journey and the journeys of those I serve (p. 756). By sharing my own story, alongside 

the stories of my family, I hope to offer readers an opportunity to reflect on their own experiences of 

migration, identity, and belonging. I decided that after collating all narratives into one account, I would 

share it with the rest of the family. I recognised the narrative as a co-constructed account; thus, sharing 

it would create a space of involvement and dialogue (Finlay, 2002). I wanted to ensure that my family 

knew what was being written about them and to reassure them that they had been represented fairly. 

Having to read the narrative account to them was most probably the hardest part of the entire research 

process. I wondered what they would be thinking, and whether I had made a mistake in their narrative. 

Would they feel I had undermined their experience? What if we all ended up being extremely emotional? 

I feared that they would be hurt by what I wrote, or by the way I had collated the narratives. Ellis (2007) 
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describes that we often operate under the fear of the unknown, and we do not know how interviewees 

will react to what we write.   

I wanted to read it to them, firstly because my parents struggle with reading English, but also because 

it would give me a sense of relief. I wanted to acknowledge their struggles, perhaps hoping that they 

would acknowledge my own. My sister decided that she wanted the narrative to be read to her 

separately, a request which I respected. Both my parents sat across the table, both looking at me. I 

could not look at them, so I sat head down, gazing at my screen. I explained my reasons for reading the 

narrative to them, namely to check for the accuracy of representation of their subjective experiences, 

for them to be aware of what would be public, and therefore to allow them to make any changes or 

comments.   

It took me nine lines for my voice to break. From the corner of my eye, I could see that my father was 

also getting emotional. It took me eighteen lines for tears to well. This time, I did not have the box of 

tissues available, but the kitchen roll made for a good substitute. We were all getting emotional, and 

everyone had a tissue, just in case. It was an emotional rollercoaster, I felt nauseous but also felt the 

rush of adrenaline. They were happy with the narrative. However, my father was concerned that perhaps 

we would offend the ‘Maltese’. Now it was my sister’s turn; she had wisely brought her own packet of 

tissues. “I know how this goes, by now”, she said. Similarly, it was an emotional read for my sister, and 

it also generated more discussion about these experiences.  

Writing this study has not only been an academic exercise, but also a deeply personal and 

transformative process that has allowed me to better understand myself and the work I do as a 

counsellor. In this way, I hope that my journey resonates with others, offering both insight and a call for 

further exploration in the field of counselling and migration. 
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Abstract 

Migration is one of the most significant phenomena shaping contemporary societies, yet its 

representation in museums often raises complex questions about historical memory, identity, and 

power. With an analysis of two grassroots museums in the central Mediterranean, this paper explores 

how two different museums - the Musée de la Mémoire de la Mer et de l’Homme in Zarzis, Tunisia, 

and PortoM in Lampedusa, Sicily- interpret and represent migration, focusing on the role of objects, 

displays, and narratives in conveying the experiences of migrants and migrations. The research did 

not entail any primary data collection like interviews or surveys, but relied on secondary data, such 

as textual and visual material already published on the web. By critically examining these case studies 

from various cultural and historical contexts, this research investigates how museums create meaning 

around migration, the ethical implications of representation, and the potential for museums to foster 

inclusive, diverse, and critical discourses. Through an analysis of curatorial practices, the paper 

highlights the tensions between preserving migrant histories, addressing contemporary migration 

crises, and challenging hegemonic national narratives. In conclusion, it calls for collaboration 

between museums as they can facilitate understanding and compassion. 

 

Keywords: grassroots museums, Mediterranean migrations, collections, curatorial ethics, identity 

Introduction 

Migration is a key aspect of human history. Its representation and interpretation in museums pose 

various challenges, especially in regions like the Mediterranean, where migration is commonplace. 

Museums are crucial for addressing and shaping societal understanding of migration, playing a key role 

in constructing narratives of the self and others, and perceptions of society, history, and culture. 

Institutions like history and ethnography museums shape cultural identities and convey visions of the 

groups they represent to their audiences. Migrations are often framed within national and political 

contexts in museums, with their curatorial practices determining which migrant stories are told and how 

they are presented. The relationship between objects, displays, and narratives in migration 

representation revolves around historical accuracy, cultural authority, memory politics, and ethics of 

representation. For migrants, museums can be spaces of inclusion and exclusion, validating or erasing 

their histories; however, this can be different in non-state and non-institutional museums, and museums 

located at various stages of migration routes. In recent decades, museums have seen an increase in 

collections related to migration, reflecting the importance of this issue in contemporary memory. 

Incorporating migration-related objects into exhibitions and the narratives they reveal are critical 
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considerations prompting reflections on potential paradigm shifts in the museum sector related to ethnic 

and migration themes and underlining the broader movement in history towards diversity and inclusivity. 

Background and significance 

Migration is a steaming issue in today's globalised world, with museums playing a key role in fostering 

public understanding. Museums use their collections to humanise the experiences of migrants, whether 

driven by economic necessity, political turmoil, disasters, or personal ties. However, migration 

representation in museums is influenced by various factors, including the museum’s institutional 

background. Migration representation is a complex issue with implications for identity, nationality, 

memories, and public heritage. By exploring different approaches, such as maintenance, change, or 

conflict, focusing on identity, societal adjustments, or memory, research on migration representation 

compares migrant exhibits and visitor responses across various museums. In modern society, identity 

and belonging are hot topics, with museums being central to discussions around diversity and traditional 

identities. Case studies show that collaborations between curators, locals, and migrants reveal the 

significance of museum collections in understanding migration. They explore how the public interprets 

these narratives during their museum visits, shedding light on the complexities of identity expression in 

a changing global context. 

Research aim and objectives 

Through a critical analysis of two central Mediterranean grassroots museums, the research explores 

how museums interpret and represent migration, focusing on the role of objects, displays, narratives, 

and curatorial choices that convey the complex realities of migrants and migrations. It explores how 

meaning is constructed around migration within these museums by drawing on secondary sources such 

as online visual and textual materials. By addressing the ethical and political dimensions of 

representation, the paper examines how museums and their curators can validate or marginalise 

migrants and their histories, thus navigating the fine line between commemoration and commodification 

of suffering.  

Key museums globally focusing on emigration, immigration, and ethnicity are undergoing redesign 

by design teams collaborating with migration experts. Cultural producers in these museums also play a 

crucial role in determining the types of exhibits produced, influenced by constraints and the local 

institutional environment. This research contributes to a broader examination of the parochial nature of 

the world represented in national and non-national collections within museum studies, emphasising the 

evolving significance of migration in shaping museum narratives. It spotlights two grassroots museums 

in the central Mediterranean: Zarzis (Tunisian coast) and the island of Lampedusa (Sicily). They portray 

migration by displaying objects collected from the sea or left behind by migrants for some reason. In 

contrast to other migration museums, they mostly rely on the visuals and emotions raised by such 

objects. They present the minimum one expects, but as far as possible, the study aims to analyse how 

migration is portrayed in these museums located at two transit points on a busy migration route: the 

departure from one continent and the arrival at another. 

Literature review 

Exploring migration representation in museums unveils a complex interplay of historical and societal 

factors shaped by curatorial decisions. Agutter et al. (2013) illustrate how individual migrant experiences 

amalgamate into broader narratives influenced by government policies and societal views, wherein 

museums can challenge the simplistic 'happy migrant' portrayal (Frankling, 2011; Auditor & Erlinghagen, 

2021; Garrett et al., 2008). By focusing on experiences of fear and survival in exhibitions, they advocate 

for a representation that acknowledges both collective and personal stories, enhancing the 

understanding of migration (Migration Museum, 1998). 
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In a complementary analysis, Sartor (2016) demands the representation of indigenous identities, 

emphasizing that such portrayals affect their social and political realities.  Sartor (2016) posits that 

controlling narratives function as a tool for colonial dominance, accentuating the opportunity for 

museums to challenge these narratives and promote equitable representation, thus nurturing social 

change. Baur et al.  (2017) critique immigration museums for often sidelining native experiences, 

highlighting the risk of overshadowing narratives of slavery and identity. Baur et al. (2017) advocate for 

including local perspectives to construct a richer national narrative, asserting that immigration museums 

are vital in showcasing diverse histories. Collectively, studies reveal the necessity for critical 

engagement with migration narratives in museums, advocating for inclusive representation and the 

potential to inspire social transformation through the museums’ narrative practices. They stress the 

museums’ educational role in validating the experiences of marginalised groups and informing public 

discourse on migration complexities. 

The role of museums in shaping public understanding of migration 

Museums as sites of memory and education 

Museums shape public perceptions of culture, history, and identity, particularly regarding complex 

and often marginalised narratives like migration. They preserve and interpret fragmented histories, 

adapting to the dynamic challenges of ongoing migration trends intertwined with community, race, and 

power dynamics. Many argue that museums function as vital sites of memory where personal and 

collective histories intersect. Karp and Lavine (1991) add that museums also engage in storytelling, 

which can validate the experiences of marginalised communities, including migrants. This educational 

role is critical in informing the public about the complexities of migration, often countering dominant 

narratives that frame migrants in negative or simplistic terms. 

Representation, diversity, and challenges in exhibitions 

Representation and diversity in exhibits are crucial in museums, especially in the context of migration 

studies. The literature highlights that diverse and inclusive exhibits can foster empathy and 

understanding. Museums can challenge dominant narratives by including the stories of migrant 

communities (Crang & Travlou, 2001) and giving a platform to marginalised narratives and backgrounds 

which break stereotypes (Coates, 2023; Bodo et al., 2009). This representation is key to understanding 

migration as a multifaceted phenomenon influenced by socio-political factors, validating experiences, 

and educating broader audiences about its complexity. 

However, museums face challenges in effectively representing migration. Culturally sensitive and 

accurate representation requires careful curation, often limited by institutional biases and a lack of 

resources (Bennett, 2013).  Furthermore, representation can be co-opted by political agendas, turning 

migrant stories into commodities rather than fostering authentic engagement (Harrison et al., 2018). 

Hooper-Greenhill (2000) and Bennett (1995) maintain that museums actively shape historical meanings, 

highlighting the necessity to address issues of power and representation in migration narratives. As 

migration patterns continue to evolve, so too do strategies employed by museums, particularly in the 

representation of migration influenced by global movements and the political climate surrounding 

migration issues, like refugees and border policies. Bennett (2013) calls for ongoing research to track 

demographic shifts and their implications for museum practices. Understanding the changing landscape 

of migration is crucial for museums to remain relevant and responsive. The portrayal varies significantly 

across regions, with museums in areas like the UK and the US displaying narratives different from those 

in post-colonial Mediterranean contexts. Falk and Dierking (2000) argue that assessing visitor 

engagement and learning outcomes can help museums refine their approaches to migration narratives. 

This reflective practice is vital for ensuring that museums serve their communities effectively. 
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Theoretical framework 

Museology and migration studies 

Museology increasingly intersects with migration studies, examining how museums represent 

migratory experiences and their corresponding identities. Museums are vital in preserving collective 

memory, particularly for migrant communities. They serve as spaces for acknowledging marginalised 

histories, often overlooked in dominant narratives (Bennett, 1995 and 2011; Merrimen, 1995; Vella & 

Cutajar, 2017), which have historically excluded minority perspectives shaped by State-controlled 

education and culture (Merrimen, 1995). 

Representing migration within museums can either reinforce or challenge stereotypes. Karp et al. 

(2006) emphasise the need for museums to balance authenticity with interpretation, advocating for the 

inclusion of community voices to avoid tokenism. The challenge is often greater for establishment-owned 

museums, as independent grassroots museums can more authentically reflect their communities' 

experiences. Karp et al. (2006) warn against cultural homogenisation facilitated by easy access to 

Western artefacts, which can undermine the distinct identities of minorities. Moreover, museums can 

promote intercultural dialogue and foster understanding among diverse groups (Bodo et al. 2009). 

Hooper-Greenhill (2007) and Bodo et al. (2009) argue that museums can build social cohesion through 

exhibitions that reflect society's multicultural fabric, encouraging critical engagement with migrations 

past and present. 

Concepts of representation, interpretation, and participation 

The concepts of representation and interpretation are crucial for understanding how museums tell 

migration stories. Representation involves how museums portray communities and their narratives. Hall 

(1997) emphasises that representation goes beyond a mere reflection of reality; it actively shapes 

meanings. Museums are obliged to evaluate whose voices are included and in what manner, especially 

regarding power dynamics in migration contexts. Interpretation, additionally, entails the methods 

museums use to communicate meaning to their audiences. Falk and Dierking (2000) argue for inclusive 

and adaptable interpretations that acknowledge the diverse backgrounds and visitors’ experiences: a 

matter remarkably vital in migration narratives where audiences may have personal ties to the stories 

presented. Simon (2010) highlights the importance of participatory practices in enhancing the relevance 

and impact of exhibitions. Participatory approaches are essential for genuine representation, where 

engaging migrant communities in the curation process allows them to share their stories and influence 

how they are portrayed. 

The role of objects in representing migration 

Objects left behind by migrants serve as powerful storytellers of their journeys (Vella, 2023), reflecting 

both struggles and aspirations while affecting local communities' social and cultural landscapes. Lauser 

(2022) underscores the materiality of migration, emphasising that migration is framed by certain objects 

which accompany individuals or are encountered along the way, thereby cementing the link between 

material culture and migratory experiences. The representation of migration in museums centres on the 

display of objects, ranging from personal belongings and photographs to documents, as material 

witnesses to migrants' experiences and tangible evidence of the migration reality. Despite their ability to 

evoke personal narratives of resilience, they carry historical baggage, including themes of colonialism 

and displacement. Objects such as passports and family heirlooms are commonly featured in exhibitions 

on forced migration, highlighting trauma and adversity. However, the curatorial choices that shape the 

selection and presentation of objects, often considered "instruments of memory" (Hobsbawm, 1983), 

significantly influence narratives about migration, belonging, and national identity. For instance, the 

London and Hamburg migration museums employ personal artefacts - diaries, family photographs, and 
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luggage - to capture the intimate experiences of migrants while contextualising them within broader 

sociopolitical frameworks.  

Personal artefacts and their significance 

Personal artefacts serve as powerful narratives of individual and collective identities, particularly 

within cultural and historical contexts. Appadurai (1988) argues that objects carry social life and 

meaning, transcending their physical forms to embody personal histories, emotions, and memories. In 

migration studies, objects can become tangible links to one's homeland, roots, and culture, enabling 

migrants to connect with their pasts while navigating new environments (Rygiel, 2024; Marschall, 2019; 

Aydin, 2023). They also highlight cultural complexities associated with migration, symbolising resilience 

and continuity amid displacement.  Objects often tell stories of family, tradition, and survival, contributing 

to a deeper understanding of cultural heritage and memory not simply among the host community (Zort 

et al., 2023), but also among other museum visitors (Stevenson, 2019). 

Challenges in acquiring and authenticating migrant objects 

Acquiring and authenticating objects brought by migrants poses significant challenges. Personal and 

collective items help recreate a sense of ‘home,’ highlighting deeper aspects of identity (Wilcox, 2020).  

The ethical implications of dispossessing migrants of their belongings raise critical questions, as the 

destruction of seized objects could otherwise help inform museums about migrant experiences and their 

challenges.  

Key challenges in the acquisition and authentication of these artefacts include issues of provenance, 

authenticity, and ethical considerations. It is vital to understand the context of how these objects are 

obtained, ensuring they are respected as integral elements of individual and community histories (Oliva 

& Torralba, 2007). Immigration laws and the transitory nature of personal belongings make the process 

more complex, with many items potentially lost or altered during migration.  

Migrant artefacts hold emotional and cultural significance, requiring respectful collection and 

exhibition. Thus, the discourse around these objects should prioritise the unique narratives they hold, 

not as mere commodities, but to foster a better understanding of migrant experiences and challenges 

faced by individuals and communities. 

Ethical considerations in displaying personal items 

The ethical dimensions of representing migration are a focal point in research and practice. Museums 

are required to navigate sensitive topics with care and integrity. Macdonald (2013) stresses the need for 

critically reflecting on power dynamics in representation, ensuring that marginalised voices are not only 

included but also respected. The ethical implications of displaying personal artefacts in museums are 

crucial for creating respectful and meaningful narratives. Cultural institutions are increasingly aware of 

the significance of showcasing items that reflect individual stories and traumas. Scholars emphasise 

collaboration with communities in curating their artefacts (Buntinx et al. 2006), as this honours their 

voices and brings authenticity to the narratives.  

Ethical concerns arise from misrepresentation and exploitation of migrant experiences, highlighting 

the need for frameworks that prioritise consent, cultural sensitivity, and agency of those whose stories 

are represented. Museums are demanded to balance the need for education and inclusive 

representation while avoiding the reinforcement of stereotypes and cultural appropriation. Personal 

artefacts serve as powerful representatives of migrants’ narratives, but challenges in their acquisition 

and ethical display necessitate thoughtful approaches. Engaging with communities and respecting their 

perspectives is vital for an accurate portrayal of complex migrant experiences (Simon, 2022).  

Personal artefacts, as strong narrators, encapsulate the intricate and diverse stories of migrants. 

While they hold substantial cultural and emotional value, challenges in acquisition and authentication, 
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and ethical considerations in display practices demand a thoughtful and respectful approach. Engaging 

with communities and prioritising their voices is essential for creating meaningful representations that 

honour the complexities of migrant experiences. As the field evolves, the role of personal artefacts in 

storytelling remains a vital area of exploration, and focusing on the ethical dimensions of migration 

representation remains essential. 

Display strategies and spatial narratives in migration 

The organisation of migration exhibits significantly shapes visitor interpretation and engagement. 

Chronological approaches present a linear narrative of migration, allowing visitors to comprehend 

historical contexts, patterns, and policy changes. However, this method may oversimplify complex 

experiences within rigid historical frameworks (Falk & Dierking, 2013). Thematic approaches, instead, 

focus on specific issues like identity, belonging, and the impact on communities, enabling a nuanced 

exploration of intersecting themes like race, class, and gender (Miller, 2016), inviting deeper 

engagement and promoting critical dialogue among visitors. 

Incorporating interactive and immersive experiences, such as touch screens, augmented reality, and 

simulated environments, enhances visitor involvement by transforming passive observation into active 

participation (Falk, 2009). Such strategies evoke emotional responses and deepen understanding of 

migration issues (Gonzalez, 2020), fostering empathy as visitors experience migrants' challenges 

firsthand (Tsoukala et al., 2025). Vella (2024) observed that grassroots micro museums tend to promote 

direct contact between museum staff and visitors, as “when curators engage with visitors, the museum 

becomes a two-way learning experience, with visitors often serving as a source of knowledge that 

curators can acquire and share” (p. 71). Curatorial practices, including exhibition layout, technology, and 

multimedia usage, are crucial in framing migration narratives and influencing audience reception. 

Elements like video interviews, audio-recordings, and digital storytelling enhance narratives by 

showcasing diverse perspectives. Karp et al. (2006) highlight that such tools effectively convey the 

emotional depth of migration experiences, inviting deeper visitor connections. Technology also expands 

the reach of migration stories, and digital platforms enable virtual exhibitions for wider audience 

engagement (Charr, 2024).  Additionally, social media and interactive online resources facilitate 

dialogue beyond physical museum settings, enriching the overall impact of migration exhibits (Hein, 

1998). Utilising multimedia and technology allows curators to craft complex narratives that resonate with 

contemporary audiences, promoting an understanding of migration issues.  

Curatorial choices and narrative construction 

Curatorial practices in migration-focused exhibitions encounter the challenge of merging individual 

narratives with broader historical contexts. Personal stories humanise migration experiences, fostering 

empathy while necessitating placement within larger socio-political frameworks for comprehensive 

understanding. Crang and Tolia-Kelly (2010) urge curators to intertwine personal narratives with 

historical events, enhancing the interpretation of unique journeys and systemic migration issues.  

Employing narrative approaches that blend personal testimonies with historical data can yield multi-

layered stories that appeal to varied audiences. Innovative display techniques, such as interactive 

installations and multimedia storytelling, facilitate dialogue between personal and collective histories. 

Additionally, representing the diversity within migrant communities helps encompass multiple identities 

and experiences, highlighting inclusivity in curatorial decisions and emphasising the importance of 

various voices and intersectional factors. Collaborating with community members and leveraging 

technology to share diverse stories can expand representation (Miller, 2016), while fostering 

understanding and empathy across broader audiences (Charr, 2024). 

Migration often raises sensitive issues such as xenophobia, human rights violations, and political 

conflicts. Addressing such sensitive topics in exhibitions requires a thoughtful approach. Curators, 

consequently, navigate the potential for conflict and discomfort while representing these realities 

honestly and ethically, utilising strategies like contextual framing and dialogue facilitation to engage 
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visitors on difficult topics. Providing historical context and multiple perspectives helps audiences 

understand the complexity of migration issues. Involving community members in the curation process 

can also ensure a respectful management of sensitive topics. Curatorial choices are crucial in shaping 

migration narratives, balancing individual stories with historical contexts and addressing controversial 

themes, and employing inclusive practices that enrich the public discourse on migration. 

Visitor engagement, education, and interpretation 

Educational programmes and guided tours play a crucial role in enhancing visitor engagement with 

narratives, fostering learning and reflection on the complexities of migrant experiences. Leinhardt and 

Knutson (2004) highlight the importance of interactive environments in museums to create meaningful 

connections. Effective programmes integrate varied learning modalities, including workshops and 

hands-on activities, catering to diverse audience interests (Falk & Dierking, 2013).  Involving community 

members and migrants as speakers offers authentic perspectives, enriching the experience. 

Furthermore, incorporating technology, like augmented reality, enhances engagement by providing 

dynamic content (Tsoukala et al., 2025).  

Fostering empathy toward migrants is key; therefore, narrative-driven exhibitions that emphasise 

personal stories help cultivate emotional connections (Karp et al., 2006). Multimedia elements, such as 

video interviews and immersive installations, evoke emotional responses, encouraging compassion and 

understanding. When visitors encounter relatable narratives, their attitudes toward migration often shift 

toward greater compassion and openness. Curators are encouraged to employ language that 

challenges stereotypes, promotes nuanced views of migrants, and celebrates their societal 

contributions.  

Facilitating dialogue and reflection is vital for transforming visitor engagement into a participatory 

museum experience. Museums can function as a safe space for discussions on migration, encouraging 

visitors to confront sensitive topics regarding identity, belonging, and social justice. Community forums, 

discussion groups, and reflection areas help promote the sharing of diverse perspectives and allow 

visitors to write or record thoughts, enriching personal engagement with the exhibitions. Such reflective 

practices lead to deeper processing of information and meaningful connections with migration issues 

(Hein, 1998). By nurturing an environment centred on dialogue and reflection, museums can significantly 

shape societal conversations around migration and its implications. Besides education, Labadi (2018) 

encourages museums to tackle social, economic, cultural, and political disparities not solely through 

more traditional display practices but even through a variety of outreach activities, implying that 

museums might be protagonists in mediating questions of social justice and unity in the future of the 

European continent.  

Examples of migration representation in non-Mediterranean museums 

The London Migration Museum delves into Britain's immigration history, featuring personal artefacts 

like passports and photographs alongside interactive elements such as oral histories. Its inclusive 

approach and critical perspective highlight the contributions made by migrant communities, challenging 

conventional narratives of British identity. Ferrer and Cebolla-Boado (2018) emphasise the museum’s 

role in fostering community engagement and inviting visitors to reflect on their migration stories. The 

Hamburg Museum of Migration examines migration experiences from Turkey, Poland, and Syria by 

prominently displaying personal items linked to labour migration from the 1960s and 1970s, enriching 

the narrative of German identity and its multicultural history. The Ellis Island National Museum of 

Immigration in New York presents the historical context of early 20th-century migration via artefacts 

such as ship manifests and inspection records. However, criticism arises regarding its limited focus, 

primarily on European immigrants, while marginalising non-European groups and emphasising the 

"American Dream". Studies describing other museums around the globe are found in several studies, 

and non-Mediterranean museums are not the focus of this study, even if the two central Mediterranean 

case studies presented may share similarities with grassroots museums in other countries or regions.  
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Challenges and criticisms in migration displays and narratives 

Overall, museums addressing migration face challenges between genuine representation and 

tokenism, where marginalised voices appear in narratives merely to create a façade of inclusivity, 

reinforcing stereotypes rather than dismantling them.  A deeper, more authentic engagement with 

diverse communities is necessary. Effective representation, therefore, acknowledges the complexity of 

these narratives and prioritises the lived experiences of migrants through collaborative curatorial 

practices, ensuring a more nuanced portrayal of their stories to avoid superficial inclusivity. 

Migration narratives present diverse experiences, requiring curators to delicately balance the 

celebration of migrant resilience and contributions, acknowledging their struggles and traumas linked to 

displacement (ISOT, 2024). An exclusive focus on positive stories can obscure the realities of migration 

and lead to misconceptions (Nikolić Đerić, 2023). Conversely, emphasising hardship risks perpetuating 

narratives which reduce migrants to mere victims, disregarding their agency and strength. Curators, 

therefore, seek to provide a nuanced portrayal that honours migration's complexities, recognising 

achievements alongside systemic challenges, to foster empathy and understanding among audiences. 

A significant challenge in migration exhibitions is the often-incomplete view of migrant experiences 

due to museums historically emphasising dominant narratives (Simon, 2022). Such gaps in 

representation can reinforce stereotypes and marginalisation, limiting public comprehension of 

migration. To counteract this, curators are required to diversify collections actively and seek out 

underrepresented narratives, particularly from marginalised communities (Miller, 2016). Collaborating 

with community organisations and migrant groups can help integrate diverse narratives and enrich public 

understanding (Gonzalez, 2020; Zlatkou, 2018).  

Future directions in museum practices 

Collaborative and community-driven curation 

As cultural institutions evolve, museums increasingly explore innovative practices to engage diverse 

communities and respond to contemporary challenges. Key to this effort is the involvement of migrant 

communities in the curation process, ensuring the authentic representation of their histories. Three 

emerging directions in migration museum practices emerge: collaborative and community-driven 

curation, digital archives and virtual exhibitions, and transnational partnerships:  innovative areas 

presenting opportunities for museums to enhance accessibility, representation, and global connectivity.  

The shift towards collaborative and community-driven curation marks a significant transformation in 

museum practices. Researchers argue that involving communities fosters deeper connections and 

democratises knowledge. Museums are evolving from mere preservation spaces to platforms for 

dialogue (Rose, 1997), allowing diverse voices to shape narratives.  Simon (2010) emphasises that 

community-driven initiatives, which engage the community, enhance exhibitions and help build trust and 

relevance within communities. Case studies, such as the "Museum of the African Diaspora" (MoAD), 

demonstrate how community participation can shape narrative and content, leading to more authentic 

representations (Whitehead et al., 2015). Thus, critical reflections on identity are essential as migration 

becomes central to many societies. Hall (1997) notes that identity is contextually shaped.  Museums 

need to reflect on their collections and exhibitions to represent the fluid nature of identity within migratory 

contexts. Collaborative initiatives, such as the “Co-Curator” model, highlight community members as 

active participants in exhibition creation, resulting in profound audience resonance. Innovative 

exhibitions and programmes on migration encourage visitor interaction, fostering empathy and 

understanding while highlighting the shared humanity in migration narratives. Miller (2016) notes that 

many institutions curate exhibits that, besides documenting the migrant experience, encourage visitor 

interaction and reflection. These partnerships can result in exhibitions that resonate more profoundly 

with audiences, encouraging reflection and dialogue around shared histories and experiences (Pegno 

& Brindza, 2024), fostering empathy and understanding, and highlighting the shared humanity in 

migration stories. 
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Digital archives and virtual exhibitions 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, digital archives and virtual exhibitions have revolutionised their 

museum engagement practices and prompted the need for remote cultural access, significantly 

improving accessibility and reaching audiences facing geographical or financial barriers. Parry (2010) 

claims that virtual exhibitions democratise knowledge, facilitating interaction with artefacts and 

narratives.  The "Digital Public Library of America" exemplifies this movement, uniting resources from 

various institutions. Moreover, virtual exhibitions allow museums to present intricate narratives in an 

interactive manner, which deepens audience engagement. Shehade and Stylianou-Lambert (2020) 

indicate that immersive technologies, including virtual reality, can foster empathy and enhance 

understanding of cultural histories. 

Transnational museum partnerships 

Transnational museum partnerships, likewise, promote cross-cultural collaboration and exchange, 

enriching global perspectives on migration, identity, and heritage. Such collaborations can yield shared 

exhibitions and joint research initiatives, tapping into diverse expertise and cultural insights (Bodo, 2008 

and 2018). Documenting best practices in migration discourse is vital for fostering innovation and 

collaboration among institutions (Simon, 2010).  These partnerships can also tackle significant global 

challenges like migration and climate change, exemplified by initiatives such as "Museum as a Place for 

Human Rights" (Whitehead et al. 2012 and 2015; McGhie, 2020).  

The future of museums, therefore, hinges on adopting collaborative, digital, and transnational 

strategies that enhance engagement, representation, and accessibility. By promoting community-driven 

curation and leveraging technology, museums can effectively reflect the complexities of modern society, 

solidifying their roles as dynamic cultural institutions in an interconnected world. 

Methodology 

This paper examines how museums that present migrations have dealt with the complex realities of 

migration, both historical and contemporary. It examines literature which explores the role of museums, 

as sites of memory and education, in shaping public understanding of migration, (such as representation 

and diversity in exhibitions, challenges and limitations); the theoretical framework (thus the 

interconnecting of museology and migration studies, intercultural dialogue, concepts of representation 

and interpretation); the role of museums in representing migration (thus, using objects as storytellers 

and their role in representing migration, personal artefacts and their significance, challenges in acquiring 

and authenticating migrant objects, ethical considerations in displaying personal items). It also discusses 

display strategies and spatial narratives (thus, chronological versus thematic approaches in migration 

displays, interactive and immersive experiences, the role of displays and curatorial practices in shaping 

migration narratives, the use of multimedia and technology in migration exhibits); and curatorial choices 

and narrative construction (thus, balancing individual migrant stories with broader historical contexts, 

addressing controversial or sensitive topics in migration); and, visitor engagement and interpretation 

(thus, educational programmes and guided tours about migrants and migration, encouraging empathy 

and understanding of migrants and migrations, facilitating dialogue and reflection on migrants and 

migration, examples of migration representation in non-Mediterranean museums); and, challenges and 

criticisms in migration displays and narratives (thus, representation versus tokenism, balancing 

celebration and hardship in migrant narratives, addressing gaps in collection and representation of 

migrants and migrations). It also looks at future directions in museum practices (thus, collaborative and 

community-driven curation, digital archives and virtual exhibitions, and transnational museum 

partnerships). The research did not entail any primary data collection, like interviews or surveys, but 

relied on secondary data such as textual and visual material already published on the web. It examines 

the literature that explores how museums influence the public's perception of migration through the 

stories and collections they display, as well as the moral dilemmas and learning difficulties curators 

encounter when working with delicate or divisive topics like migration. The study presents findings met 

at two grassroots museums located at two migration transit points, which act as a departure point and 
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an arrival point for migrants crossing the central Mediterranean from the north African coast to European 

territory: Zarzis (Tunisia) and Lampedusa (Sicily, Italy) museums. In comparison to the literature and by 

briefly analysing case studies of other museums from around the globe, the study aims to identify in 

what practices and aspects such museums share or differ from each other and migration museums 

elsewhere: thus, their focus and theme, objective, the objects they collect, what they offer to the public, 

their cultural context, exhibits and experiences, comparison and contrast. It discusses such findings to 

act as an eye-opener to similar grassroots museums collecting and displaying about migrants and 

migrations, particularly those excluded or not represented in national and institutional museums. In 

conclusion, it aims to assess how such museums might participate in more critical and inclusive 

conversations about identity, movement, and belonging, as well as how they may more effectively 

interact with migration, and present it to their audiences as authentic as the migrants’ experiences, even 

if like the Zarzis and Lampedusa museums, they are at transit points where they scarcely meet the 

migrants themselves. 

Empirical analysis of the web-based content 

The conclusions drawn from this study stem from the web-based content related to the migration 

museums examined. It analysed how the museums utilised their websites and online content to explain 

their objectives, as well as how they educate, engage, and represent migration and its narratives. 

Websites and other online content uploaded by the museum curators and third parties were analysed, 

because in the digital age, they serve as primary access points for global audiences. As a qualitative 

study, it observed video and photographic material which showed how the collections were displayed, 

allowing the study to determine, though remotely, which objects were prioritised. Another factor for 

analysis was the communication methods applied between the museum and the visitor. It examined, 

where available, the text, narratives, and means of information sharing used to communicate descriptive 

and educational content about the represented people and themes to visitors and audiences, and, when 

applicable, any interactive media employed to narrate the stories of migrants and migrations. The 

decision to analyse web-based content was primarily driven by the understanding that such resources 

are powerful enough for migration museums to extend their mission beyond physical boundaries, 

especially when they face limited resources. Large institutions invest in interactive, inclusive, and 

educational digital platforms to engage diverse audiences and promote nuanced understandings of 

migrants and migrations. However, not all museums can afford such resources, and their outreach relies 

on the minimum they can allocate, alongside the feedback or material shared by third parties. 

Findings 

Two central Mediterranean grassroots museums of migration 

Numerous studies highlight the roles of State-owned and institutional museums in shaping migration 

narratives. This study focuses on two grassroots museums on a hot central Mediterranean maritime 

route: the Musée de la Mémoire de la Mer et de l’Homme in Zarzis, Tunisia, and PortoM in Lampedusa, 

Sicily.  

PortoM, as a memorial, intends to narrate the stories of “people who risk their lives in search of safety 

and better opportunities” (Caselli, 2019), showcasing the harsh realities of migration and local responses 

to these challenges, fostering compassion and action among visitors (Vella, 2023). Since 2009, it has 

collected numerous objects found on shores and from seized boats. Curated by Giacomo Sterlazzi and 

the Collettivo Askavusa, the collection encompasses personal, family, and collective items, with some 

deemed valuable while others, like boats, are often destroyed (Nightingale, 2015; Vella, 2023). The 

curator claims that the museum “A Lampedusa recuperiamo gli oggetti dei migranti, ma serve una 

coscienza diversa.”2  He argues that objects may take different valences, including spiritual or political 

 
2 Translation: In Lampedusa, we recover objects belonging to migrants, but a different conscience is necessary. 
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(Dobellini, 2024). Sterlazzi emphasises that the museum strives to raise awareness about factors 

leading to irregular migration and advocates for cultural respect over market-driven globalisation 

(Dobellini, 2024).  Despite the migration exhibit, the museum engages with the Lampedusan community 

through various activities. However, the lack of textual explanations for the displayed objects presents 

a challenge: visitors may misinterpret the meaning and experiences associated with the artefacts, as 

personal connections to these items may differ between them and the migrants. 

The Musée de la Mémoire de la Mer et de l’Homme (Museum of the Memory of the Sea and Man)3  

in Zarzis, Tunisia, established in 1993, initially aimed to raise awareness about sea pollution through 

items collected from the ocean. Over time, its focus shifted to honouring migrants who have perished at 

sea (Blaise & Tlili, 2024), preserving their memories, particularly those crossing the Mediterranean 

(Haney et al., 2022).  The museum connects local narratives of North African migrants to broader 

migration trends, blending environmental activism with human rights advocacy (Bellina, 2024). The 

Zarzis museum plays a crucial role in fostering dialogue within the community and encouraging visitors 

to consider the socio-economic factors driving migration (Vella, 2023). Founder Mohsen Lihidheb 

accentuates the museum's political role in raising awareness against restrictions on human movement 

(Haney et al. 2022).  Despite challenges in object provenance and the ambiguous histories of items 

recovered from the sea, the museum seeks to collect and display these artefacts (Cimoli, 2013), grouped 

by their everyday uses, without extensive textual explanations. 

Like the Lampedusa museum, the Zarzis museum serves as a cultural and historical institution 

addressing Mediterranean migration complexities, but it differs in focus and visitor experiences. While 

PortoM collaborates with local government and community groups, Zarzis operates independently, 

facing unique local and political challenges. Both museums grapple with inadequate resources 

compared to larger state-owned museums, lacking interactive displays and extensive activities. 

Nonetheless, they maintain closer connections with migrant communities along active migration routes, 

providing a more immediate and personal context for discussing migration issues than typical urban 

institutions. 

PortoM, centrally located in the Lampedusan port, operates from Mondays to Saturdays for 6.5 hours 

every evening. It enhances the visitor experience by displaying exhibits and narratives that connect the 

local community and Lampedusan personalities, fostering bonds between locals and migrants. Its 

spaces, constructed and within caves, serve to engage the public through social and educational 

activities, including traditional puppet shows, a library, live music, and tasting of traditional buns, wines, 

and aperitifs. 

In contrast, the Zarzis museum, located inland in the northern area of the coastal town, welcomes 

visitors for 3 hours in the late morning and another 3 hours in the afternoon. It features its collections 

indoors, complemented by an outdoor garden on the curator’s property. While it offers more space for 

outdoor activities than PortoM, the Zarzis museum has fewer income-generating activities to support its 

mission. Despite the curator's enthusiasm and dedication, its capacity to expand beyond its limitations 

is constrained.  

Both museums contribute to their communities but differ in operational hours, community 

engagement styles, and resource allocation for sustaining their cultural missions. PortoM tackles the 

Mediterranean migration crisis, focusing on the influx of migrants and refugees reaching the island’s 

shores, emphasising the humanitarian challenges, rescue efforts, and sea tragedies. The Zarzis 

museum features the experiences of migrants from Tunisia to Europe, highlighting local migration 

contexts, the hardships they face, and the effects left on families and communities.  

Lampedusa, a key island in this crisis, offers insights into political and humanitarian implications 

concerning migration, showcasing the islanders' experiences alongside the European response. The 

Zarzis museum reflects the socio-political realities driving migration from and through North Africa, 

anchored in local narratives, and often portrays the economic and social factors driving migration from 

the region. PortoM features diverse exhibits, including photographs and testimonies, to educate visitors 

about the historical context and urgent humanitarian crises, fostering empathy and awareness. 

Conversely, Zarzis focuses on personal stories and artefacts, often including migrant voices to deepen 

 
3 Author’s note: By ‘homme/man’ the title refers to all humans, not to the male gender.  
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understanding while hosting community events and educational programmes for awareness. The scope 

of the narrative in Zarzis emphasises local migration stories, while PortoM addresses broader 

Mediterranean themes. Zarzis represents the North African context and its ‘sending’ perspective, while 

PortoM reflects the European ‘receiving’ viewpoint. Both museums aim to educate, engage, and raise 

awareness among visitors, but PortoM emphasises the humanitarian crisis and European policy 

responses. Additionally, geographic locations shape each museum's narratives, with Zarzis attracting 

local visitors and migrants from the region, while PortoM tailors to international audiences interested in 

human rights. Both museums play vital roles in promoting understanding and dialogue regarding 

migration, offering distinct perspectives based on their geographical and thematic focus.  

Discussion 

The study shows that the interplay between historical and societal factors and curatorial decisions 

occurs in the two grassroots museums as their curators struggle to raise awareness and demand action 

over the occurrences of migration. Both museums tend to challenge the silence and covert ways central 

authorities present migrations to the public (Sartor, 2016). A factor that does not come up in the two 

museums is how the local receiving community is affected by such migrations (Baur et al., 2017). This 

may be because the curators see their museums as a reaction to the migrations. Both museums intend 

to shape the public understanding of migration, particularly that concerning the central Mediterranean 

route between Africa and Europe. Besides preserving objects, PortoM engages more actively in 

activities that tell stories and experiences of migrants (Karp & Lavine, 1991). As demanded by various 

studies, the objectives and activities of both grassroots museums challenge marginalised narratives and 

defeat the stereotypes associated with migrants and migrations by other museums (Coates, 2023; Raat, 

2009; Salvi, 2009; Delgado, 2009). Unlike state and institutional migration museums (Bennett, 2013; 

Harrison et al., 2018), and despite their lack of resources, both museums are unbound from institutional 

biases or political agendas. Such a lack of resources may, however, restrain the potential to address 

issues concerning historical meanings, power, and representation, and do more research (Hooper-

Greenhill, 2000; Bennett, 1995 and 2013). In addition, they can minimally assess visitor engagement 

and learning outcomes to help them refine their approaches to migration narratives (Falk & Dierking, 

2000). 

The role of museums in shaping public understanding of migration becomes significant by including 

diverse narratives and engaging with migrant communities. More research is needed on the changing 

practices and evolving roles of museums in this area, as well as to evaluate the impact of museum 

practices on communities and audiences. Recognition of the efforts of grassroots museums, which, 

despite the lack of support and resources, raise awareness about important issues such as migration, 

is also necessary. 

 How museums and migration interact 

Being at the departure and arrival points of migration does not guarantee that migrants can contribute 

directly to the museums. Being in transit frequently, if not always, deprives the two museums of 

becoming spaces for recognising marginalised histories (Bennett,1995 and 2008; Merrimen, 1995; Vella 

& Cutajar, 2017). Transiting migrants in both cases are forbidden from speaking to the museum or using 

its spaces and facilities, and ultimately voice themselves: a factor valued to avoid tokenism (Karp et al., 

2006), even if implicit. Transiting also reduces opportunities for intercultural dialogue, which fosters 

understanding and social cohesion (Bodo et al., 2009; Hooper-Greenhill, 2007).  

Beyond individual objects, the display and design of migration exhibitions play a critical role in framing 

the narratives presented to museum audiences. The objects exhibited in the two grassroots museums 

aim to reflect reality and actively shape meanings (Hall, 1997). Curatorial practices, including exhibition 

layout, multimedia usage, and incorporated interactive elements, if available, all shape how migration is 

understood and experienced. The design of a migration exhibition is not just a technical process but a 

political one that influences how visitors engage with migration stories. While immersive displays can 
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evoke empathy and provide insight into migrants' difficulties, they also present ethical challenges 

regarding representation, sensationalism, and historical accuracy. Curators have to navigate these 

complexities to ensure engagement.  

Although the two grassroots museums studied show respect for anything connected to migrants’ 

experiences and mirror a respectful portrayal of migration experiences (Macdonald, 2013), and integrity, 

in the absence of the verbal curators offering them, they miss a textual narrative, accessible and 

relatable to diverse audiences. Curatorial decisions regarding which migration stories to display and 

whose voices to prioritise are significant. For example, exhibitions heavily focused on European 

migration can overlook the experiences of transiting migrants in the Mediterranean or elsewhere. Giving 

voice to communities represented in a museum is essential in ethical curatorial practices, however, 

museums should appraise whose voice is being presented to the public, and whether the migrants 

themselves are allowed to shape narratives and make them more representative of their experiences. 

The call for cooperation with communities in curating objects (Buntnix et al. 2006) does not transpire 

within the two grassroots museums studied, as migrants transiting through Zarzis and Lampedusa are 

habitually isolated and detached from society. Owing to their circumstances, the museums also 

experience less or no engagement with migrants, which hinders them from truly portraying the complex 

migrant experiences called for (Simon, 2022). Such a deficiency raises the question of the authenticity 

of narratives presented by such museums, and whether they honour migrants’ voices. The two 

grassroots museums present different scenarios from migration museums elsewhere, where the 

migrants established themselves as residents. Museums within reach of migrants’ residential areas have 

more contact with migrants and offer opportunities for initiatives like the ‘Immigrant Movement 

International’ established in collaboration with Queens Museum, Corona, New York (Queens Museum, 

Immigrant Movement International, 2011). Such scenarios facilitate more inclusive and participatory 

curatorial methods, which cause inclusive and adaptable interpretations that visitors may easily compare 

and understand (Falk & Dierking, 2000).   

Objects and ethical dimensions of representation in museums 

In the two Mediterranean museums studied, the representation of migrations focuses on the display 

of objects left behind by migrants: thus, the material culture revealing migrant experiences (Lauser, 

2022), and significant “instruments of memory” shaped by curatorial choices (Hobsbawm, 1983). The 

objectives of the two Mediterranean museums are in line with studies maintaining that objects carry 

personal histories, emotions and memories (Appadurai, 1988), a connection to one’s motherland 

(Rygiel, 2024;  Marschall, 2019; Aydin, 2023), roots and culture, for both migrants (Zort et al., 2023), 

and museum visitors (Stevenson, 2019). 

The challenge of acquiring and authenticating migrant objects brings many more questions. The 

dilemma stands with whether it is morally right or not to dispossess migrants of personal or collective 

objects and then allow them to be displayed in museums. Alternatively, allowing museums to collect and 

display them may be better than letting them be confiscated and destroyed. This study disagrees with 

the dispossession and destruction of such objects and has concerns about them being displayed in 

museums if they are personal, family, or collective material culture. However, as scholars observe, such 

objects can reconstruct the meaning of ‘home’ among migrants visiting the museum and meaningful 

expressions of identity among understanding visitors (Wilcox, 2020; Oliva & Torralba, 2007). PortoM’s 

curator remarked that authorities and laws complicate the acquisition of objects left by migrants or seized 

by the authorities (Baldwin, 2021), leading to the loss of most items connected to migrations.  

As museums increasingly embrace the representation of migration, they face critical ethical 

challenges. One primary concern is how to commemorate traumatic experiences without 

sensationalising them. Curators are requested to find ways to portray the suffering of migrants 

responsibly, avoiding exploitation. Additionally, they need to balance historical representation with the 

contemporary political discourse surrounding migration, navigating a landscape where migration is often 

perceived negatively. 
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Approaches in migration displays 

The exhibits at the two Mediterranean museums are neither chronologically nor thematically 

displayed. Even if objects are grouped according to their curators’ choices, they cannot easily achieve 

as much engagement and critical dialogue as curators require them to provoke. Compared to State and 

institutional museums, the two museums had no interactive and technological media. Certainly, most 

grassroots museums cannot afford such ‘luxuries’. Despite the successes envisaged for the use of 

interactive media in museums (Falk, 2009; Gonzalez, 2020; Tsoukala et al., 2025), grassroots museums 

manage to transform supposed passive visits into active ones, fostering empathy and understanding of 

migrants’ experiences. It is the objects and narratives told by their curators that manage to satisfy the 

visitor’s understanding and transform a visit into a uniquely immersive and educational experience 

(Vella, 2024). The direct contact between curator and audience (Vella, 2024) is applied in both 

museums. The absence of multimedia and technology in the two grassroots museums may not succeed 

in enhancing the visitor’s museum experience and connections (Karp, 2006) or expanding the reach 

and audience engagement (Charr, 2024). However, social media and interactive online resources used 

by visitors (Hein, 1998) and others who disseminate their experiences of PortoM and the Zarzis 

museums would facilitate dialogue beyond the museums. 

Balancing individual migrant stories with broader historical contexts  

The two grassroots museums defy propositions to curators to connect personal narratives with 

historical events, which can enrich the interpretation of both unique journeys and general migration 

issues (Crang and Tolia-Kelly, 2010). With such a void, they also risk failing to generate multifaceted 

narratives that can engage different audiences. Being quite young as museums, their curators may be 

unaware of the importance of including historical contexts, causing migrations at both transitory points. 

This is, therefore, a challenge to both curators, as migrations are a sensitive topic.  

Although the absence of multimedia and the lack of resources to include them may be the main 

factors, some textual narratives or visuals can enhance visitors’ understanding. In the absence of direct 

contact with migrants, any information gathered from the media can underline inclusivity, voices, and 

different cultures, increase representation and understanding, and provide an alternative to what 

scholars attributed to technology (Charr, 2024; Tsoukala et al., 2025; Miller, 2016). 

Educating and informing visitors 

The two Mediterranean museums offer few educational and informative activities, but no formal 

educational programmes or guided tours. They have few ways to present important interactive 

environments capable of creating meaningful connections (Leinhardt & Knutson, 2004), or sensory 

modes by which to meet the interests of different audiences (Falk & Dierking, 2013).   

Despite lacking multimedia or technology, both museums are safe spaces for discussing migration 

and sharing perspectives. PortoM organises events which combine local culture and migrant 

experiences, and the Zarzis museum offers space for reflection and deeper processing of information 

and meaningful connection with migration issues (Hein, 1998). Both are within their limited resources, 

offering an opportunity for visitors to engage, learn, understand migrations, and be empathetic with 

migrants. Finally, engaging visitors through educational programmes and guided tours is essential for 

fostering understanding and empathy, ultimately creating more meaningful experiences that contribute 

to a compassionate and informed society regarding migration. 

Risks and the way forward   

Since the two Mediterranean museums do not have the opportunity to meet migrants transiting 

through their locations, they risk floating between representation and tokenism, and a reinforcement of 

stereotypes (Tate, 2019). Another risk run by the two museums is that of presenting an incomplete view 
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of migrant experiences, being influenced by dominant narratives (Simon, 2022). In response to such 

incompleteness and exclusions, curators are called to truly diversify collections and seek out 

underrepresented narratives, particularly from the marginalised communities themselves (Miller, 2016), 

but which are absent or unreachable in both cases. However, both museums can find ways to 

collaborate with migrant organisations and groups to help integrate diverse narratives, foster dialogue, 

and enrich public understanding (Gonzalez, 2020; Zlatkou, 2018). Additionally, leveraging contemporary 

migration research is essential for curatorial relevance. By prioritising inclusivity and representation, 

museums can serve as vital platforms for dialogue and understanding. Thus, navigating the complexities 

of migration representation is key to developing authentic exhibitions, fostering empathy, and engaging 

diverse audiences through collaborative and reflective practices. 

The two grassroots museums offer more than just a collection of objects, as they can act as platforms 

for dialogue (Rose, 1997) and allow different voices to shape their narratives, content, and reliable 

representation (Whitehead et al., 2015). 

State-owned and institutional migration museums have opportunities and resources to collaborate 

and tap into various opportunities (Bodo, 2008, 2018), to foster innovation and enter partnerships 

(Simon, 2010).  It is, however, unusual that State-owned and institutional museums collaborate with 

grassroots museums to act jointly and improve their content and activities to benefit communities and 

audiences. The two grassroots museums studied may be more effective if they had opportunities to 

partner with other museums, not migration museums alone. However, being grassroots museums and 

autonomous, they may fail to qualify for opportunities like the State-owned or institutional migrant 

museums do. Considering their theme and collections, they are unique and differ from State-owned and 

institutional migrant museums. They present and portray the transitional migratory stage of migrations, 

nowhere else presented or represented, as migrations like those happening in the central Mediterranean 

are different from migrations where people voluntarily leave their country of origin as emigrants or 

immigrants. Irregular migrations at transit stages of a journey have no similar departure and arrival as 

those whom migration museums identify as regular emigrants or immigrants, but unknown steps into 

the darkness where humans tread blindly between life and death, at the mercy of conscienceless 

handlers, fears and undesirable experiences which hardly guarantee the ‘happy migrant’ final scenario 

of the longed-for destination, especially where and when the true destination, if ever reached, is 

unknown. 

Conclusion 

The study examined the role of museums in shaping public understanding of migration, highlighting 

the critical importance of representation and inclusive practices in cultural institutions. Similarly, the 

evolving role of museums in migration discourse highlights the need for ongoing research and reflection. 

As cultural entities, irrespective of ownership, museums adapting to represent the complexities of 

migration are demanded to engage with diverse communities, critically assess their practices, and 

embrace the fluid nature of identity. By prioritising research and ethical considerations, museums can 

contribute meaningfully to the discourse on migration, informing the public and promoting social dialogue 

and connection in an increasingly diverse world. The convergence of museology and migration studies 

offers a framework for exploring representation and interpretation within museums and finding ways to 

include approaches for transitory migration museums and museology. 

Future research will continue to investigate the dynamics of power and voice in these contexts, 

ensuring that the diverse experiences of migrants, regular and irregular, are acknowledged and 

celebrated. As the field keeps evolving, the role of personal artefacts in storytelling remains a vital area 

of exploration. Personal artefacts are powerful storytellers encapsulating the rich, multifaceted 

narratives of migrants. While they hold significant cultural and emotional value, challenges in acquisition 

and authentication, and ethical considerations in display practices, necessitate a thoughtful and 

respectful approach. Museums are deemed to navigate sensitive topics with care and integrity, engaging 

with communities and prioritising their voices to create meaningful representations that honour the 

complexities of migrant experiences. Display strategies and spatial narratives in migration exhibits are 
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pivotal in shaping visitor engagement and interpretation. By blending chronological and thematic 

methods, interactive experiences, and multimedia, curators can cultivate meaningful exhibitions that 

inspire empathy and dialogue among diverse viewers. 

Curatorial choices play a vital role in shaping the narratives constructed around migration. Balancing 

individual stories with broader historical contexts, representing diversity within migrant communities, and 

addressing controversial topics are essential for creating meaningful exhibitions. Engaging visitors and 

interpreting migrants and migration are crucial aspects of museum practice. Educational programmes 

and guided tours are critical to facilitate understanding, while strategies encouraging empathy and 

promoting dialogue are essential for creating meaningful experiences. The challenges and criticisms 

surrounding migration displays and narratives highlight the complexities of representation in museum 

contexts. Navigating the tension between representation and tokenism, balancing celebration with 

hardship, and addressing gaps in collections are critical for creating meaningful and authentic 

exhibitions. The future of migration museums lies in embracing collaborative, digital, and transnational 

practices that enhance engagement, representation, and accessibility. Ongoing research and practice 

in these areas will be crucial for museums to fulfil their roles as inclusive and dynamic cultural institutions 

in an increasingly interconnected world. The representation and interpretation of migration in museums 

is a complex, multifaceted endeavour that requires careful consideration of objects, displays, and 

narratives. Museums, as sites of memory, can shape how migration is understood and experienced by 

the public. Collaboration between all types of museums, irrespective of ownership, can facilitate such 

objectives. By seriously engaging with diverse migration narratives, integrating community-driven 

curation, employing ethical practices, leveraging interactive approaches, and forming international 

partnerships, museums can foster understanding and inclusivity, encourage empathy and dialogue 

within diverse audiences, and contribute to a more nuanced public discourse on migration issues, 

identity, and belonging, ultimately contributing to a more informed and compassionate society. 

Overall, this study demonstrated that the role of objects, display design, and the construction of 

narratives are not neutral; they reflect broader socio-political dynamics and cultural power structures. 

Museums that challenge traditional national narratives and foreground migrant voices contribute to the 

ongoing dialogue about identity, belonging, and the future of migration in a globalised world. In this, 

grassroots museums like those studied here pioneer and contribute to the better visualisation of different 

types of migration often neglected in national and institutional migration museums. Celebrating and 

presenting emigration or immigration differs from displaying the transiting migrations experienced and 

represented in the two central Mediterranean grassroots museums. The two museums, as examples of 

grassroots initiatives, could hugely impact public perceptions and stereotypes promoted by the media 

or even by displays and narratives of State and institutional museums. The study reveals the need to 

recognise and value the efforts and commitments of such grassroots museums, which, despite lacking 

resources and support for their projects, voluntarily raise consciousness about a global concern like 

transitory migrations. Such objects and this matter may not meet the criteria for display in State or 

Establishment museums, as undeniably migrations represent a significant concern for numerous 

countries and their institutions.  

The issue of migration discussed here is, however, not limited to migrants moving or transiting 

between different countries, regions, or continents. It also pertains to individuals and families compelled 

to leave their homes due to gentrification linked to political and institutional manipulation of civil 

territories, as well as so-called regeneration projects which strip locals of their ancestral homelands and 

localities, or parts thereof: aspects which were not within the scope of this study.  
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Abstract 

A small island country in the Mediterranean, Malta ranks among the most densely populated EU 

countries. The fact that Malta is a strategic location between Africa and mainland Europe and that 

nearly a quarter of its population are migrants gives it a notable position in migration studies. Although 

interdisciplinarity is inevitable in migration studies, the field of communication is often neglected. The 

primary purpose of this ethnographic study is to explore how migrants' experiences shape their 

communication approaches with local people and the receiving society in Malta. To examine this, 

thirty-five migrants were interviewed, and participant observation was conducted over a period of 

fifteen months in 2023-2024. Based on the results, migrants are categorised into four groups 

according to their varying interaction experiences with the local people: hesitant migrants, selective 

migrants, migrants with positive outlooks, and neutrals. Notably, non-EU migrants who are exposed 

to ethnic discrimination and discriminatory social media content have a negative approach to 

communication with local people. In addition, socio-economic conditions play a decisive role in the 

communication processes of migrants, and proficiency in Maltese is seen as one of the keys to 

overcoming bureaucratic obstacles for migrants rather than achieving social inclusion. In light of the 

results, the study demonstrates the need for policymakers, NGOs, and all relevant stakeholders to 

develop inclusive communication strategies that strengthen relationships between migrants and local 

people.  

 

Keywords: Malta, migration, social communication, local people, receiving society 

Introduction 

The increasing migrant population in Malta in recent years has drawn significant attention from social 

science researchers, who are examining its multifaceted impact across economic, political, cultural, 

sociological, and psychological dimensions. Processes linked to migration terms, such as social 

integration, social inclusion, acculturation, and assimilation, inherently come into focus with the onset of 

communication between the established arrangements of the sending and receiving countries, and 

between the migrants and the receiving society. Scholten, Pisarevskaya, and Levy (2022) emphasise 

that migration studies is not a discipline, but rather a research field with roots in disciplines such as 

sociology, economics, geography, and anthropology, to which an increasing number of other disciplines 
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contribute. In this context, research on communication in migration studies is inevitably conducted using 

an interdisciplinary approach. 

Communication between migrants and local people is one of the primary aspects of shaping 
migrants' relationships with the receiving country. Naturally, language proficiency also plays a crucial 
role in these communication processes. The ability to use language effectively is directly linked to 
interpersonal and social communication, and, as a result, it is tied to all social interactions. Esser 
(2006) emphasises the importance of migrants meeting the formal and informal competencies in 
national/official languages, and a lack of language competence (even in terms of accent) is one factor 
that creates inequalities for migrants in the conduct of daily work and areas such as education and the 
labour market. 

However, it would be assertive to say that language proficiency alone plays a decisive role. The 

importance of language skills may not be as tremendous as other social interaction processes. As 

Saygı's (2022) research demonstrates, despite linguistic, ethnic, and religious ties, migrants' sense of 

belonging to the receiving society may not occur as expected because of historical, cultural, and political 

dynamics. 

The fact that Malta has two official languages, English and Maltese, creates a different language 

proficiency dynamic for migrants compared to countries with a single official and dominant local 

language. Most Maltese people have a high proficiency in English, so migrants do not intend to learn 

Maltese for everyday interactions. The official bilingualism of local people sets Malta apart from many 

other countries that receive a considerable number of migrants. 

Malta's unique language environment is meaningful not only for communication, but also for the 

cultural diversity brought about by English-speaking migrants. Wieviorka (2014) says that despite the 

power mechanisms in different countries that tend to define migrants as a social problem due to their 

increasing numbers, migrants bring new forms of culture and diversity to the receiving country. One of 

the forms of communication in migrants' culture is non-verbal communication. These non-verbal 

interaction processes between migrants and the receiving society can continue even when verbal 

communication is not ongoing. Therefore, the continuity of communication between the receiving society 

and migrants should be carefully considered. 

This research intends to address many different social aspects, such as ethnic and cultural diversity, 

language diversity, and religious diversity in Malta, all in relation to migrants' approaches to 

communication with local people. Within this relationality, the socio-economic repositioning stage, or the 

state of being positioned, is essential due to the essential nature of being a migrant. For example, 

migrants' socio-economic statuses and their social capital related to this position may not be recognised 

by the receiving country, while their native languages do not change; in this context, migrants' 

endeavours towards forming a new socio-economic status are inevitably reflected in their 

communication processes. 

This study aims to understand migrants' approaches to communication with local residents in a small 

Mediterranean island nation, characterised by cultural diversity, an active social life, and an intense 

social interaction. The study first examines the literature on communication on migration and the 

communication processes within the different dimensions of being a migrant in Malta. The findings from 

the unique and large amount of data, obtained through participant observations and interviews, are used 

to discuss complex social processes and to inspire new interdisciplinary studies in the literature.  

A review of the relevant literature 

Migrants’communication: Role of locals in the receiving country 

The technological innovations in the last quarter of the 20th century, which Castells (2007) describes 

as a technological revolution based on information, have permeated every aspect of life, including daily, 

recurrent tasks such as thinking, producing, and communicating. Since the 1990s, the digital 

transformation in information, communication, and transportation technologies and the rapid increase in 

the accessibility of these technologies have brought about a prompt change in both communication and 

migration processes compared to ever before. While digital transformation accelerates individual/social 
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activities and online/offline mobilisation, the COVID-19 pandemic has added to this transformation as a 

driving force. As of 2020, 3.6% of the world's population (an estimated 281 million people) are migrants, 

and it is too early to provide definitive information on how the COVID-19 pandemic will shape migration 

trends (McAuliffe et al., 2024). 

Health communication, workplace communication, language, and the use of digital media are some 

of the interdisciplinary migrant communication research topics to be found in the literature. Regardless 

of how migration occurs, communication between migrants and the receiving society is inevitable. The 

connection between sending and receiving countries can be kept alive through communication and 

transportation technologies, and these tools encourage transnational migration (Pries, 2022). It 

becomes easier for migrants to learn about migration movements from the Internet and social media 

(Kraler & Reicher, 2022). 

Many elements are involved in the migration process and migrant communication. While language 

proficiency alone is insufficient for communication and maintenance, it remains crucial. Language is a 

means of communication and a tool through which meanings are constructed (Chambers, 2019). The 

proficiency of migrants in the national language of the receiving country does not mean that the 

meanings desired or expected by individuals are produced and transmitted; there are other mitigating 

elements, for example, shared common history and culture, which also shape communication 

processes, in much the same way that the language of a country does. 

Based on the functional perspective of nationality, Deutsch (1966) states that every nation has 

common aspects, such as learned and shared habits, symbols, and memories. Deutsch also suggests 

that people communicate more with the members of the nation they are a member of than with the 

others (outsiders), regardless of the number of languages they speak. Triandafyllidou (2022) underlines 

Deutsch's view that national unity is not equivalent to effective communication and argues that every 

nation exists with Otherness. In this context, Triandafyllidou suggests that the migrant is the Other who 

crosses the nation's border and threatens the values with which the in-group identifies. Therefore, while 

language has an essential role in the communication of migrants, there are many other factors to 

consider. 

The AMICALL report on the studies conducted on migrant communication in local and regional areas 

covering six European countries draws attention to the negative tension at local and regional levels 

despite the different public attitudes towards migrants (COMPAS, 2012). Dennison and Dražanová 

(2018) discuss the variability of attitudes towards migration in their research on the Euro-Mediterranean 

region. The funnel of causality of attitudes to migration, as generated by the researchers, reveals both 

stable and unstable factors in the formation of attitudes towards migration. Accordingly, personal and 

social factors - such as human values, personality type, tertiary education, lifestyle, and ideology - have 

a more stable effect. In contrast, political and media influence, as well as economic competition, exert a 

weaker impact. 

According to the Mediterranean City-to-City Migration Project (MC2CM) report of ICMPD, UN-Habitat 

and UCLG (2019), the local communication difficulties on migration are divided into five groups. These 

can be summarised as follows: 

1. A limited number of experts and resources to develop communication strategies. 

2. Barriers to accessing information for both migrants and public service employees. 

3. Negative public opinion on migration and the complexity of concepts related to migration at both 

political and media levels. 

4. A lack of prioritisation or inability to prioritise the resources required for communication activities. 

5. The creation of a negative perception of migration for short-term political gain, often driven by 

populist ideologies. 

At the national level, governments are likely to make these difficulties more complex with their general 

migration policies. Aquino, Kathiravelu, and Mitchell (2022) emphasise the emergence of new forms of 

discrimination with contemporary migration. These forms of discrimination have become so pronounced 

that they are now evident even in groups of the same race or ethnicity. Therefore, the overlapping forms 

of discrimination have further complicated the concepts. Consequently, creating an effective 

communication strategy against all aspects of discrimination against migrants, such as xenophobia, 
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racism, ethnic discrimination, and country-of-origin discrimination, can only be achieved with the 

contribution of all national, local, and international stakeholders and actors. 

Ahad and Banulescu-Bogdan (2019) argue that public attitudes towards migrants have become 

increasingly polarised following the arrival of a large number of migrants to Europe between 2015 and 

2016 – the most significant movement of people to the continent since World War II. In such a climate, 

strategies for integration communications, which refer to how governments communicate about migrant 

integration with the public and stakeholders, contribute to the development of divergent narratives. Ahad 

and Banulescu-Bogdan indicate that governments have adopted integration communications that 

include four primary groups: the inclusive group, which promotes social diversity; the informational 

group, which focuses on facts and statistics; the persuasive group, which targets voters with a specific 

policy; and the proactive group, which plays a calming role in emergencies. 

Communication on migration in Malta 

Demographic statistics do not provide direct insight into migrant communication and social and 

cultural processes, but they can help understand these processes in detail. As of the end of 2023, 

Malta’s population was about 563,000, an increase of almost 4% compared to the previous year (NSO, 

2024). Malta is an island country with a small but dense population and is one of the destinations for 

irregular migration from West and Central Africa to Europe (IOM, 2023). As of 2023, 28.3% of the 

Maltese population was foreign-born, and 20.9% was non-EU-born (European Commission, 2024a), 

making Malta a notable country in migration studies. 

Malta’s geographical location is on the external border of the European Union (Schiavon & Orsini, 

2013). It is an island country familiar with international visitors through sectors such as tourism and 

language schools, and its location on the irregular migration route necessitates a unique evaluation of 

Malta. After joining the EU, the number of asylum seekers increased significantly. In recent years, 

migration trends have changed, with many individuals migrating to Malta for economic purposes 

(European Commission, 2024b). This increase has inevitably prompted the local population to rethink 

and adapt their approaches to migration, and a recent study provides a clear idea of the general 

framework for this evolving dynamic. The Special Eurobarometer 469 (European Commission, 2018) 

report, based on surveys covering 28 Member States of the European Union (EU) in 2017, demonstrates 

that Malta shares first places with Greece, Hungary, and Italy in the Fear Index, including crime, welfare, 

cultural, and employment threat factors. The report reveals that 63% of Maltese participants in the 

survey considered migration to be a problem (Dennison & Dražanová, 2018). 

Diversity in Malta is evident in everyday life and is reflected in the different communication and 

interaction approaches between migrants and local people. An ethnographic study with repeated visits 

to the island between 2013 and 2018 by McAdam and Otto (2020) reveals that the change in locals' 

opinion that emerged after Malta officially joined the EU in 2004 originated from concerns such as 

uncertainty about the future and worries about injustice. McAdam and Otto's research draws attention 

to the fact that the welcoming attitude in the tourism sector, which has a vital place in the island's 

economy and social life, is combined with scepticism towards irregular migrants, in particular, and the 

perception of threat regarding migration to the island. Based on the study, local people's attitudes 

towards migrants are shaped by perceiving irregular migrants as a cultural threat, concerns about 

perceived welfare system abuse and the excessive increase in population density, and the perception 

that Malta's responsibility for migrants is not adequately shared within the EU. However, participants 

linked concerns about the welfare system and the future more with irregular migrants, and migrants who 

could sustain their own lives independently were not seen as a significant cause for concern. 

An earlier study conducted with forty asylum seeker participants, most of whom were from African 

countries of origin, examined the communication processes of migrants in Malta. In this study, Grech 

and Cheng (2010) revealed that migrants held a more closed attitude towards the receiving country and 

were dissatisfied with the services they received. According to Grech and Cheng, the primary reason 

for this dissatisfaction is the communication difficulties migrants face. 
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Popova (2020) states that the factors of ineffective social communication between displaced 

migrants and local people in the receiving society are prejudice, stereotypes, the collective trauma 

experience of displaced people, differences in needs based on personal experiences, language, and 

the labour market. The fact that the communicating parties do not know each other well enough and do 

not understand sociocultural differences complicates the communication process. The parties making 

inferences gather the information and reach conclusions from direct and indirect communication 

channels. 

Methodology  

Significance of the study 

The concept of migration is largely grounded in state administrative definitions such as residency, 

taxation, and citizenship. Accordingly, migration is defined by the crossing of administrative borders. In 

particular, crossing international borders and obtaining a visa or residence permit are critical aspects of 

migrants’ lives (de Haas et al., 2020). For this research, migrants are deemed to be individuals who 

relocate their residence internationally across borders.  

There is a lack of current communication studies on migrants in Malta within social science research. 

Except for a 2010 study on the communication of migrants (Grech & Cheng, 2010), studies focusing on 

social communication, media, or social media in relation to migrant communication are limited in number 

and only indirectly address communication processes (Cassar et al., 2016; Depares & Culley, 2022; 

Mainwaring & Stierl, 2025). 

This interdisciplinary study is closely linked to the topics that migration researchers frequently study, 

such as inclusion, integration, acculturation, and assimilation (Berry, 1997; White, 2025). The research 

focuses on the communication approaches from the viewpoint of migrants. It makes an up-to-date 

contribution to the literature on communication and migration while providing a perspective on migrants' 

interaction processes for local and national policymakers and civil society. 

Purpose of the study 

The main objective of this study, designed as an ethnographic model, is to understand and examine 

the experiences and approaches of migrants in Malta in communicating with local people. In this regard, 

we sought answers to the following questions: 

• How do the demographic characteristics of migrants, such as age, gender, educational level, 

and country of origin, influence their communication approach with local people? 

• What are migrants' perspectives about their involvement in communication processes with local 

people? 

• How do experiences of migrants with Maltese attitudes towards migrants relate to migrants' 

communication processes with local people? 

Sampling and data collection 

The research population consists of migrants aged 18 and above who have been residing in Malta 

for a minimum of six months. Individuals who could not communicate effectively in English were 

excluded from the study, as all interviews were conducted in English. Likewise, participants who could 

not provide informed consent or who did not have a stable residence in Malta (such as cruise ship 

workers or travelling digital nomads) were also excluded. For this qualitative study, snowball sampling 

was employed for semi-structured interviews.  

Interview questions were developed in accordance with the research ethics of the University of Malta, 

and an application for data collection was submitted through URECA, the University of Malta’s platform 

for research ethics review, prior to the commencement of interviews, and was approved by the Faculty 

Research Ethics Committee (FREC). In total, 35 interviewees were reached through the referrals 

provided by the initial four participants. 
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Research data were collected through participant observation and semi-structured interviews, two 

qualitative data collection methods suitable for studying communication ethnography. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted in English with thirty-five participants between April 2023 and March 2024. 

Seven interviews were conducted online (via Skype, WhatsApp, or FaceTime), and twenty-four were 

conducted face-to-face. Since four interviews could not be conducted face-to-face or online 

simultaneously, they were initiated via the online interview form. 

To ensure data protection, participant anonymity was meticulously maintained throughout the 

research process. Identifiable information was excluded, and written notes were taken instead of audio 

or video recordings. Direct quotations were confirmed with participants during the interviews and 

included in the text with their consent. Each participant was assigned a code beginning with the letter 

“P” (for participant), which was used in the presentation of findings. 

Data were stored in a Google Drive folder protected by two-step verification. The research was 

explained to all participants, who then provided informed consent either by signing a written form during 

face-to-face interviews or by approving a digital form for online interviews. They were clearly informed 

that they could withdraw from the interview at any time. All interviews were conducted directly by the 

researcher without intermediaries. 

The researcher commenced unstructured field observations, one of which spanned fifteen months in 

Malta, beginning in December 2022. Yıldırım and Şimşek (2016) describe unstructured field 

observations as a method where the researcher immerses themselves in the culture and subculture of 

the subject under study, effectively becoming part of it. 

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the culture of migrants, one of the researchers, who is 

also a migrant living in Malta, actively participated in daily life activities, attended migrants' community 

events, such as festivals and religious ceremonies, and observed social movements during data 

collection. The researcher took detailed notes focusing on the experiences of migrants in lower-income 

groups, including taxi drivers, waitpeople, construction workers, and senior caregivers, and their 

interactions. Moreover, the researcher observed conversations in migrants' discussion groups on 

Facebook, Malta's dominant social media platform. Comments under the online newspaper's posts on 

Instagram and discussions on Reddit were also considered observation data. 
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Findings 

Demographics 

 
Table 1. Demographics of participants 

 

Pseudonym Gender Age Country of Origin Duration in Malta 

P1 Female 35 Scotland 13 years 

P2 Male 37 Finland 5 years 

P3 Female 38 Slovakia 10 years 

P4 Male 35 Egypt 11 years 

P5 Male 37 Nepal 8 months 

P6 Female 32 Italy 9 years 

P7 Male 30 Syria 7 years 

P8 Female 25 Tunus 2 years 

P9 Female 33 England 5 years 

P10 Female 32 Turkiye 4 years 

P11 Male 34 Greece 6 years 

P12 Female 32 USA One year 

P13 Male 39 Brasil 6 years 

P14 Male 44 Spain 6 years 

P15 Male 53 USA 3 years 

P16 Male 43 Denmark 16 years 

P17 Female 31 Colombia 10 months 

P18 Male 39 Portugal 5 years 

P19 Male 50 Greece 4 years 

P20 Male 45 Serbia 8 years 

P21 Male 59 Morocco 33 years 

P22 Male 40 Serbia 9 years 

P23 Male 56 Syria 33 years 

P24 Male 29 India 7 months 

P25 Male 40 Denmark 6 years 

P26 Male 19 Turkiye One year 

P27 Male 28 Russia One year 

P28 Male 29 Gambia 15 years 

P29 Female 72 England 19 years 

P30 Female 40 Philippines 2 years 

P31 Male 36 Morocco 2 years 

P32 Male 46 Philippines 6 years 

P33 Male 36 Algeria 3 years 

P34 Female 33 Ukraine 2 years 

P35 Male 41 Netherlands 15 months 

 

To ensure participant anonymity, each interviewee was assigned a pseudonym. Table 1 presents 

demographic data for the thirty-five individuals interviewed within the research. At the beginning of each 

interview, all participants were asked about their preferred pronouns. The pronouns they provided have 

been taken into account in the findings. 

Approximately one-third (eleven individuals) of the participants are female. While two of the initial 

four interviewees selected via snowball sampling were female and two were male, subsequent 

interviews tended to feature more male referrals. 
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Almost one-third of the interviewees are between 25-34, with fifteen individuals falling within the 35-

44 age group. Seven participants aged 45 and over were interviewed. The youngest participant 

interviewed was 19 years old, while the eldest participant was seventy-two.  

The majority of participants (twenty-five individuals) are from non-EU regions in terms of their country 

of origin, while ten individuals are from EU countries. A total of twenty-seven different countries were 

represented among the participants. The length of time participants have resided in Malta varied 

significantly, ranging from eight months to thirty-three years. A significant portion (nineteen individuals) 

have lived in Malta for five years or less, while eight individuals have resided in Malta for ten years or 

more. 

Additionally, very few participants (four individuals) had an education at the secondary school level 

or below. Almost half of them hold a bachelor's degree or are pursuing one, while only three participants 

have a master's degree.  

Occupation of the Participants  

Research findings indicate that, apart from participants who were unemployed or students before 

settling in Malta, a significant portion of those interviewed (fourteen people) pursued a different 

profession than their original one in their home country. One of the most striking findings regarding the 

interviewees' professions is that some non-EU participants, who worked as workers in Malta, held 

professional, managerial, or artisan roles in their home countries before migrating. For instance, P5 was 

a hotel manager in Nepal but works as a waiter in Malta, while P23, who worked as a garment designer 

in Syria when he was young, now works as a handyperson in Malta. On the other hand, P4, who was a 

journalist in Ukraine, had to completely change careers and now teaches English in Malta. 

EU migrants who transitioned to different professions in Malta often remained within the same major 

occupational group or began working in Malta after being students or unemployed. 

Income status 

Most interviewees (twenty-one individuals) described their income status as middle or upper-middle, 

while ten individuals assessed their income status as low. Only four participants regarded themselves 

as having a high income. 

Spoken languages  

Notably, the four participants whose native language is English, and who are from countries where 

the official language is English (the UK and the USA), cannot speak any other language than English. 

More than half of the participants (eighteen individuals) speak at least three languages — one other 

language besides their native language and English. Only six of the participants can speak Maltese. 

Migrants’ communication processes and relations with local people 

The research asked participants to describe their interactions with the Maltese people and their 

communication processes, aiming to understand their direct interactions with the locals. The findings 

reveal four distinct approaches (see figure 1), which are discussed with the participant observation data: 

• Hesitant Migrants: These individuals feel detached from the local people, influenced by factors 

such as prejudice or past and present experiences. 

• Selective Migrants: This group shares both positive and negative aspects of their 

communication with the local people. 

• Migrants with a Positive Outlook: These individuals recount entirely positive experiences in their 

interactions with the local people. 
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• Neutrals: This group engages with the local people only when necessary and has very limited 

interaction. 

 

 
 

Additionally, some participants evaluate their communication with Maltese people based on 

generational differences, expressing negative views of their interactions with Maltese seniors. These 

participants are thus included in the hesitant migrants group.  

Hesitant Migrants 

Almost one-fifth of the participants (six individuals) evaluated their experiences of interacting with 

Maltese people as quite negative. P1 (Scottish) says Maltese people judge her, especially because she 

uses foul language. P1 states that she only has one Maltese friend and then has a limited Maltese 

network through her family and friends. However, she explains her friendship with a Maltese person with 

the words, "She's like British! Very like me, she swears like me" and defines the people she makes 

friends with as people who are not "typical Maltese". She still added, "Not all Maltese people are in the 

same basket." 

P19 (Greek) often works with Maltese people due to his job. P19: "Especially at my workplace, 

uneducated people have become big people like in Greece thirty years ago. They know nothing. Their 

projects are EU-funded, but they do not follow EU rules. There is a lot of corruption in the sector I work 

in." He stated that he experienced conflicts with them not only in communication but also in business 

processes. Just like P1, he added that he had Maltese friends and emphasised that they were educated. 

The findings suggest that hesitant migrants may encounter negative experiences in their interactions 

with local people, both in social settings and in business environments. One of these, P13 (Brazilian), 

stated, "Old people hate us." He highlighted his negative experience with elderly local people. Although 

he mentioned that the young generation is more open to migrants, he also perceives them as careless. 

However, he attributes these experiences, especially with older local people, to the better economic 

conditions of the Maltese people. 

P15, who migrated from the USA and is originally Venezuelan, offered a different perspective, stating 

that Maltese people had limited life experience and did not invest in language education or travel to 

discover new cultures as much as other nationalities. "I don't want to be offensive, but they are so limited 

to Malta. ...They are very basic people." Ultimately, he had limited interaction and few friendships with 

local people. 

 

 

Figure 1. Migrants' communication approaches based on interaction level and 
experiences with the receiving society 
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Selective Migrants 

They communicate with Maltese people more frequently than the previous group, and working with 

local people plays an important role. P14 (Spanish), who said that it is difficult to establish close and 

open communication with the Maltese, stated that to get along well with them, it is necessary to have 

close contact with them and know each other well. Otherwise, he thinks the Maltese are not very open 

to communication because they are not "very warm people." 

Similarly, P18 (Portuguese) describes the Maltese as ‘‘shallow friendly” and mentions the difficulty 

of establishing close communication with them. In addition, P18 considers their religiousness an 

obstacle to long-term friendship. P18 thinks the Maltese have an individualisation problem due to their 

unbreakable attachment to the family.  

P32 (Filipino) is another participant who associates family ties with the Maltese being religious. P32's 

husband, who also touched upon the close family ties in his culture, is Maltese. Just like P14 and P18, 

P32 sees local people as difficult to befriend: ‘‘If Maltese people don't know you, they are very cold. 

Unlike, we are very friendly. As Filipinos, we trust people easily. Maltese people do not trust people 

easily.” 

Unlike other participants, P3 (Slovak) thinks Maltese family ties are weaker, based on her 

observations and experiences. When P3 was volunteering at an NGO where Maltese people were 

involved in the project, she had the opportunity to get to know the Maltese people better. During that 

time, she gained insights into the dynamics of intergenerational relationships among the Maltese and 

was quite taken aback by what she observed. Her experience underscored the fragility of connections 

between different age groups: "If my family in Slovakia were to grow old, I would certainly return."  

P24 (Indian) mentioned he got along very well with the Maltese people. Additionally, he noted that 

some Maltese didn't feel pleased because they (Indians) performed their tasks much more effectively 

than the locals.  

Additionally, P21 is the sole interviewee, highlighting the advantage of speaking the local language. 

P21 (Moroccan, holding Maltese citizenship) states that he gets along well with 80% of the local people 

he knows. He emphasises that 15% of them are difficult to get along with in Malta, just like everywhere 

else. "Although I avoid saying that 5% of them are racist... I am lucky that I speak Maltese. I can get 

along with difficult people. Language helps a lot." 

P9 (Italian) highlights the unemployment problem in Italy and states that she moved to Malta due to 

unemployment or low wages. Despite some negative encounters with Maltese individuals over nine 

years, P6 (Italian) refrains from labelling them as bad people and does not perceive any significant 

issues. She appreciates the stability this country has provided her and feels a solid connection to her 

homeland, where she can converse in her native language whenever desired. 

The participants do not hesitate to give self-criticism on their own behalf in their communication and 

relations with the Maltese. One of them, P9 (English), states, "We live in an apartment. Mostly Maltese 

(people). Lovely people. As I get older, it becomes harder for me to make friends other than co-workers." 

He explained his limited communication with the Maltese. Similarly, P18 talked about his good intentions 

to establish better relations with the people of the receiving country by saying, "Maybe I couldn't be close 

to them because I was having a hard time." 

Migrants with a Positive Outlook 

Migrants with a Positive Outlook (thirteen individuals) are more likely to be part of a local friends' 

group or have relationships with the families of local friends. It is observed that they establish close 

relationships with local people in their workplaces. For example, P10 (Turkish) shared that she had a 

good relationship with the Maltese and encountered no difficulties with them. She works alongside local 

colleagues and expresses feelings like a part of the group, not an outsider. "My Maltese friends help me 

when I am sick. They bring me things they think will be good for me, such as medicine and chocolate." 

All the friends of P23 (Syrian, holding Maltese citizenship), who has been living in Malta for thirty-three 

years, are Maltese, and he never feels like a stranger around them. P35 (Dutch) considers himself lucky 

to get along well with the Maltese. He says that a migrant should be open-minded wherever he goes 

and that this is related to personality, and adds, "It takes effort." He realised that he knew everyone in 

the small shop where he always went to drink beer, and he felt that he was very well-integrated.  
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Similarly, P22 (Serbian), who has been living in Malta for about 10 years, states that everything was 

new in the beginning, but now the Maltese are very helpful and nice people. He gets along well with 

people who have positions. "But we never use these kinds of things (for his interests)," he adds.  

However, P22's observations on the relationship and communication between Maltese people are 

remarkable: ‘‘Maltese people help foreigners more than they help each other. I think they don't like each 

other." Then he talks about Southerners (Maltese). "Southern people are different. They don't speak 

English. Even young people from the South don't speak English sometimes."  

P5 (Nepal)'s relatively new (eight months) migration experience is more work-oriented: "Maltese 

people are hard workers; they work constantly. It is not like this in my country. They support the 

government, and the government protects its people."  

The findings obtained from the participants in this group completely coincide with the findings 

obtained from the observations. Migrants who are observed to be involved in local friend groups, rather 

than making one-on-one friendships with local people, say that they feel at home in Malta. With the local 

networks provided by local friend groups, they become involved in social communication processes 

faster and feel safer in Malta. 

Neutrals  

A small number of participants in this group (four individuals) have limited interaction with Maltese 

people, but they do not mention any negative aspects of their communication processes with them. One 

of these interviewees, P34 (Ukrainian), stated that her social circles consist of other migrants who are 

seeking to build a community on the island and want to have a sense of belonging. P34, who has limited 

communication with his Maltese neighbours and the local people at his son's school, stated that she has 

not made any Maltese friends even though she has been living in Malta for two years. P30 (Filipino), on 

the other hand, said that she did not feel the need to communicate with Maltese people other than those 

who came to the make-up studio where she worked as a make-up artist. 

Findings from observations indicate that migrants who spend significant time with others from their 

own country or different countries and have specific goals, such as saving money, advancing their 

careers, or effective parenting, do not share their positive or negative experiences. Instead, these 

individuals focus primarily on their daily needs, life circumstances, and individual or family plans rather 

than establishing settled relationships with local people.  

Discussion and conclusion 

Communication studies play a vital role in the cultural and social exchange between migrants and 

the receiving society. This descriptive study aimed to explore how the social experiences of migrants in 

Malta influence their communication with the local community while also considering factors such as 

language, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity. This research involved semi-structured interviews with 

thirty-five participants and participant observations conducted by one of the study's researchers over a 

period of fifteen months. The observations took place in different settings, including public spaces like 

parks, cafes, farmers’ markets, ethnic community events, national or local festivals, and social protests. 

To gain a deep understanding of the communication process related to migrants, the researcher 

engaged with a diverse range of migrants through multiple visits to different regions of the island and 

involved discussions about their experiences in Malta. These interactions contributed to a better 

understanding of the interplay between micro-level processes, such as interpersonal communication 

and individual migration experiences, and macro-level processes, such as social, economic, and political 

processes. 

The significance of communication on migration and social communication within the receiving 

society increased with the great demand for migration to Malta following its EU membership. During this 

period, the economic and social connections between migrants and local people also strengthened. In 

addition to sharing limited critical resources such as housing, employment opportunities, and access to 

health services on the island, social norms and cultural diversity have also significantly transformed. 

This shift has reshaped traditional social norms and the emergence of a new balance in living practices 
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among local people and migrants. These communication processes in Malta have gained more meaning 

through the social reflections of migration to the island. 

The migrant population, which constitutes over a quarter of the total population, has two distinctly 

different communication processes with the receiving society: communication among migrants and 

between migrants and local people.  

Communication between migrants and locals relates to various factors such as the workplace, social 

interactions, and individual experiences. The difficulties migrants encounter in communicating with 

locals, as identified in this study, also coincide with the research findings of Popova (2020). Popova 

identified that barriers to effective social communication often stem from ingrained prejudices and 

stereotypes, collective trauma, and socio-cultural differences between migrants and the receiving 

society. Similarly, this research shows that the discrimination faced by migrants in Malta manifests itself 

in both overt (such as lower wages, longer working hours) and covert forms (such as being ignored by 

neighbours or receiving unequal treatment in public services), and this seriously impedes 

communication with the local people. Furthermore, the tendency of migrants’ ethnic communities to 

internalise negative stereotypes about the locals reinforces these communication barriers. The study, 

therefore, not only sheds light on general difficulties in migrants-locals communication, such as the 

language barriers, but also reveals how migrants perceive the discrimination and socio-economic 

inequalities they experience in the Maltese context as key obstacles to inclusive interactions. 

As a result of these obstacles, combined with economic difficulties, socioeconomically disadvantaged 

migrants tend to socialise within a limited social circle comprising individuals with similar socioeconomic 

conditions in their ethnic communities. Communication and social interactions confined to such narrow 

circles lead to mutual marginalisation between local people and migrants in social and cultural contexts. 

The way migrants interact with the receiving society highlights the idea suggested by Aquino, 

Kathiravelu, and Mitchell (2022) that various forms of discrimination often coexist. This study 

demonstrates that a significant portion of non-EU migrants experience different types of discrimination, 

including ethnic discrimination, socioeconomic status discrimination, xenophobia, racism, and country-

of-origin discrimination. 

When discussing discrimination, the initial assumption is often that the local population exhibits a 

power imbalance toward migrants. However, discrimination also occurs among migrants themselves, 

especially based on socioeconomic status. Furthermore, positive and negative attitudes in intercultural 

relationships between the local population and ethnocultural groups in Malta show significant variations 

across cultural groups (Sammut & Lauri, 2017). Consequently, groups typically composed of non-EU-

born migrants, refugees, or labourer migrants tend to limit their interactions not only with the local 

population but also with other migrants who display socioeconomic superiority. 

This limited interaction, both between migrants and locals and among migrant groups themselves, 

may increase the importance of language skills in shaping social relationships. In this context, language 

proficiency becomes critical to accessing resources, establishing social networks, and participating in 

everyday life. Malta’s bilingual status offers opportunities for migrants, particularly those who do not 

speak Maltese, which constitutes the vast majority of migrants, to conduct social and bureaucratic 

interactions in English. However, this circumstance can lead to the Maltese language being overlooked, 

particularly by migrants who do not plan to stay long-term or obtain citizenship. Cassar (2013) stated 

that language serves as a means of access for migrants, both to individuals and documents, with English 

functioning as the common language in migration processes in Malta. The widespread use of English 

by the local population and the fact that English proficiency is sufficient for completing migration 

procedures lead many migrants to perceive learning the Maltese language as unnecessary. 

Nevertheless, this study has shown that speaking Maltese is essential for most migrants, but only if 

they aim to obtain permanent residence or Maltese citizenship. For non-EU citizens planning long-term 

settlement, proficiency in Maltese provides significant advantages, such as overcoming public and 

bureaucratic challenges more efficiently and building stronger connections with local people. This 

illustrates that bilingualism serves different purposes: English is essential for social communication, 

while proficiency in Maltese emphasises deeper communication and long-term planning in terms of 

social relationships. 
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Based on these communication dynamics, the study identified four distinct groups of migrants in 

terms of their communication approaches with the Maltese population: Hesitant migrants generally 

perceive the local population as narrow-minded and uneducated, which limits their communication. In 

contrast, selective migrants highlight cultural and social differences but maintain that they can interact 

with local people despite past negative experiences. Migrants with a positive outlook actively develop 

mutual support systems with residents. Meanwhile, neutral migrants minimise contact with the local 

population, instead forming networks with other migrants and focusing on their personal or professional 

goals. 

These varying communication approaches reflect how varying individual experiences and social 

factors shape migrants' social interaction processes. For instance, hesitant migrants who avoid 

extensive contact with local people may be more vulnerable to forms of discrimination, such as ethnic 

discrimination or xenophobia, as their limited interactions limit mutual understanding. In this respect, the 

findings align with Grech and Cheng's (2010) study on migrant communication in Malta, which showed 

that some migrants feel excluded while others face minimal challenges in interacting with the local 

people. 

Communication is essential in all social processes. This study revealed that migrants in Malta who 

face ethnic discrimination, negative stereotypes, and xenophobic content on social media often avoid 

communication with the local population. Also, low-income migrants in Malta tend to socialise primarily 

with their compatriots in accessible (free) public spaces such as parks, beaches, or within their 

apartments. This raises questions about how such limited social interactions align with the expectation 

for improved living conditions often associated with international migration. Furthermore, individuals who 

primarily socialise within ethnic community groups may experience weaker social connections and 

increased exclusion from the broader society.  

The media, policymakers, or any other actors involved in communication on migration all play a role 

in determining locals' attitudes towards migrants. Bernadas et al. (2023) highlight the significance of 

community organisations and ethnic media as communication resources in improving the health of 

Filipino migrants working as household service workers in Hong Kong. While the accuracy and 

transparency of narratives about migrants and migration are crucial factors in shaping the attitude of the 

receiving society, the receiving society's perspective is equally important in shaping the communication 

approaches of migrants. Therefore, all attitudes towards migrants, whether they are supremacist, 

egalitarian, inclusive, or discriminatory, reveal communication processes in a relational manner with the 

socioeconomic and cultural aspects of migrants. 

This study discussed how the communication processes between migrants and local people in Malta 

are influenced by the migrants' language skills, ethnic origins, and socioeconomic status. The term 

"migrant" was deliberately used as an inclusive descriptor, avoiding specific categorisations such as 

refugee, asylum seeker, or economic migrant. The research focused on understanding migrants' 

perspectives on communication processes, with its scope intentionally limited to their viewpoint. 

This study has certain limitations. Firstly, only migrants were interviewed; therefore, the local people's 

perspectives were not directly addressed, and social communication processes were evaluated through 

the accounts of the migrants. Although observational data accompanied the interviews, this may limit 

the reflection of the interactions. Secondly, the study was limited to adult participants only and did not 

include the experiences of young migrants. In addition, since the study focused on migrants living daily 

in Malta, temporary groups such as short-term students or seasonal employees were excluded. Finally, 

the fact that the interviews were conducted in English may have led to some participants not being able 

to express their feelings and experiences fully or expressing them superficially. 

Insights from this study can inform strategies to enhance interaction between migrants and local 

communities, involving collaboration with civil society, local governments, national institutions, and other 

stakeholders. Future research could investigate the key factors influencing local people's willingness to 

initiate and sustain communication with migrants, as well as their expectations from these 

communication processes. Future studies could also evaluate social communication processes more 

comprehensively in terms of inclusiveness and interaction, by collecting data from different actors such 

as migrants, local people, and civil society groups.  
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Abstract 

The European Court of Human Rights' judgement in J.B. v. Malta (no. 1766/23, 22 October 2024) 

highlights significant shortcomings in the review of immigration detention under Article 5 § 4 of the 

European Convention on Human Rights. The case exposed the systemic deficiencies of Malta’s 

Immigration Appeals Board, including its lack of independence, procedural inefficiencies, and limited 

scope of review. These failings are emblematic of broader rule of law deficiencies, illustrating how 

systemic issues in governance and judicial structures deeply undermine the effectiveness of 

immigration detention oversight mechanisms. This issue is particularly pressing in the context of the 

growing normalisation of immigration detention, which is likely to be exacerbated by the EU Pact on 

Migration. This trend highlights the urgent need for robust oversight mechanisms, particularly in 

Mediterranean States located at the external borders of the EU, which are likely to increase their use 

of detention. Building on the analysis from the J.B. judgment, this Article seeks to assess the 

effectiveness of judicial protection mechanisms across Mediterranean states under both the ECHR 

and relevant EU law. By analysing structures, practices, and relevant jurisprudence, the Article seeks 

to identify models that best ensure the independence and efficiency necessary for meaningful and 

timely reviews of immigration detention, from the perspective of the entry into force of the EU Pact 

on Migration. 

 

Keywords: effective judicial protection, rule of law, immigration detention, human rights, European 

Union law 

 

Introduction 

In J.B. and others v. Malta (2024), the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) called into 

question the overall effectiveness of the national judicial protection mechanism for detained asylum 

seekers. It found that the Immigration Appeals Board (IAB), the specialised tribunal which adjudicates 

most matters related to migration, could not be considered as a court in the sense of Article 5 § 4 of the 

European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), in light of its lack of independence and the limited 

scope of the reviews it carries out on detention orders. Although the case did not deal with pre-removal 

detention, the conclusion reached in J.B. v. Malta is equally applicable to the ineffectiveness of IAB 

proceedings in relation to the removal of third-country nationals. Accordingly, it is the entire national 

judicial protection mechanism on immigration detention that became ineffective, since the Court 

reiterated its findings that habeas corpus and Constitutional redress proceedings were not effective 

(Louled Massoud v. Malta, 2010). 
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In the context of the recent adoption of the EU Pact on Migration (“the Pact”), this case prompts a 

broader reflection on whether the current level of judicial protection afforded to migrants is sufficient to 

implement the ambitious policies it sponsors. The Pact streamlines the hotspot approach already seen 

in Greece and Italy and drastically broadens its scope (Guild & Apatzidou, 2024).  As a result, a 

substantial number of asylum and return procedures will be carried out at the external borders of EU 

Member States, presumably in detention centres, with reduced procedural rights (Chetail & Ferolla 

Vallandro do Valle, 2024).   

The Pact foresees the implementation of a broad range of coercive measures with restrictions of 

movement, alternatives to detention, and detention, further blurring the lines between detention and 

other so-called less coercive measures, leading to a likely increase of de facto detention (Cornelisse, 

2022; Brandl, 2024). The latter is defined as an unlawful form of detention lacking any basis at law, 

generally resting on another type of measure, such as a restriction of movement, and usually carried 

out outside detention centres, at border premises, reception or registration centres (Bouvier, 2024). The 

applicant's situation in A.D. v. Malta (2023) provides an example of a restriction of movement allegedly 

based on health grounds that amounted to de facto detention, his living conditions being virtually 

unchanged after he was issued with a detention order. 

Whilst the return procedure and pre-removal detention remain unchanged for the moment, the Pact 

foresees the implementation of a "return border procedure" which is more than likely to lead to the 

continuation of detention for rejected asylum seekers who were already detained during the asylum 

procedure (Brandl, 2024), although some have made a case that less coercive measures could be 

applied instead (ECRE, 2025). For the rest, fast and efficient returns remain the priority, and it is unlikely 

that Member States will decrease their use of pre-removal detention, considering the wide discretion 

they enjoy under the current legal framework (Basilien-Gainche, 2015; Mancano, 2019). In that regard, 

the EU's plan to outsource removal through "return hubs" located in third countries with "stronger rules 

on detention" recently unveiled by the Commission shows the general direction in which the current 

legislature is going (Liboreiro, 2025).  

Against this background, national judicial authorities tasked with reviewing detention orders are 

likely to see their caseload increase, both in terms of numbers and complexity. The role of courts in 

maintaining a "legality check" (Cornelisse, 2022) on the executive will thus be crucial. While some 

consider that they naturally push for a more progressive stance than Governments, others have noted 

their moderation, anchored in domestic traditions of deference towards the administration's prerogatives 

in the field of migration (Dauvergne, 2021; Cornelisse, 2022).  

Regardless, the premise on which the Pact is built is that those courts will be able to deal with this 

increased pressure in a manner that is compliant with the EU legal framework and fundamental rights. 

J.B. v. Malta severely contradicts this assumption and echoes the concerns expressed on the ongoing 

erosion of judicial protection for migrants observed in several EU Member States (Council of Europe 

Commissioner for Human Rights, 2024). This raises the question as to whether other Mediterranean 

States are in the same situation.   

This Article takes the stance that the presumption established by the Pact that effective judicial 

protection will be available at national level is unfounded in light of the numerous shortcomings reported 

at the borders of the EU. In doing so, this Article seeks to assess and compare the effectiveness of 

national judicial protection mechanisms in the Mediterranean region and identify the relevant criteria that 

undermine or strengthen judicial protection at national level.  

The analysis is based on the national chapters of the Asylum and Information Database (AIDA) 

published yearly by the European Council for Refugees on Exiles (ECRE) and drafted by professionals 

in the field, which provide the most comprehensive reports available in English. Whenever possible, 

relevant case law from the ECtHR and the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU), academic 

work, and reports from national or international organisations were used in order to obtain the most 

accurate picture. National legislation was consulted to clarify or confirm the information provided in these 

sources. The author acknowledges that some information gaps are likely to remain due to a lack of 

reporting or access to some sources and a relative lack of comprehensive comparative studies on the 

matter.   
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This article will start with a brief overview of the legal framework on immigration detention, which 

encompasses both the ECHR and EU law. An analysis of the judicial protection afforded to migrants 

across the Mediterranean region of the EU will follow, with an attempt to identify the relevant factors that 

undermine or strengthen judicial protection. Finally, a conclusion will summarize these findings, which 

are presented in a table in the annex.  

The Legal Framework on Immigration Detention 

National courts are faced with an increasingly complex legal framework that encompasses the 

minimum standards set by the ECtHR and the EU legal framework, which may provide for more 

favourable standards. In that case, domestic courts are bound to apply EU law and cannot limit 

themselves to an assessment solely relying on the ECHR. That said, the two legal frameworks are 

broadly similar, the EU legislature having codified settled ECtHR case law into its legal framework 

(Mancano, 2019).  

In terms of the ECHR, Article 5§1 (f) regulates immigration detention, which may be ordered with 

the aim of preventing unauthorised entry or to deport a third-country national. The first limb of this 

provision allows for the detention of an asylum-seeker before the state’s grant of authorisation to enter, 

while the second limb applies to rejected asylum seekers or unlawfully residing migrants issued with a 

deportation order. Article 5§2 provides that any person who has been arrested must be told, in simple, 

non-technical language that he can understand, the essential legal and factual grounds for his 

deprivation of liberty, so as to be able to apply to a court to challenge its lawfulness in accordance with 

Article 5 § 4, which provides for the right to an effective remedy (Khlaifia and Others v. Italy [GC], 2016).  

The EU legal framework on migration also makes a distinction between asylum seekers (asylum 

detention) and third-country nationals subjected to return procedures (pre-removal detention).  

Asylum detention is regulated by Directive 2013/33/EU Laying down Standards for the 

Reception of Applicants for International Protection (the "2013 Reception Directive") and Regulation 

604/2013/EU (the Dublin Regulation), which foresees detention pending the determination of the 

Member States responsible for the asylum procedure, better known as the "Dublin procedure". These 

instruments will be replaced by the Pact, which was adopted in June 2024 and will become applicable 

in June 2026. Directive 2024/1346/EU Laying down Standards for the Reception of Applicants for 

International Protection (the "2024 Reception Directive") will replace the 2013 Reception Directive and 

introduce a number of minor changes to the framework on detention, which will be further discussed 

below. This directive refers to several other instruments in the Pact allowing detention in specific 

circumstances, such as Regulation 2024/1349/EU (return border procedure), Regulation 2024/1351/EU 

(on Asylum and Migration Management, replacing the Dublin Regulation), and Regulation 

2024/1356/EU (implementing a screening procedure of TCNs at the external borders).  

Pre-removal detention remains regulated by Directive 2008/115/EC on Common Standards and 

Procedures in Member States for Returning Illegally Staying Third-Country Nationals (the "Return 

Directive"). The European Commission has recently published a proposal for a “Regulation establishing 

a common system for the return of third-country nationals staying illegally in the Union’, commonly 

referred to as the “Return Regulation” which crystallises the idea of “return hubs”, foresees the automatic 

recognition of return orders across the EU through a “European return order” in a manner reminiscent 

of the European arrest warrant, and extends the grounds and maximum duration of detention, through 

a system which appears strongly inspired by criminal law (ECRE, 2025).  

These EU instruments must be interpreted and applied in the light of the EU Charter on 

Fundamental Rights, which provides for the right to liberty and security in its Article 6 and the right to an 

effective remedy in its Article 47.  

Broadly speaking, the above constitutes the current and future legal framework on EU 

immigration detention. These instruments set the standards against which the effectiveness of a remedy 

must be tested. The following section will address this issue by providing an overview of judicial 

protection in immigration detention across the Mediterranean region. 
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Effectiveness of Immigration Detention Remedies in the Mediterranean Region 

This section will examine the level of judicial protection in immigration detention in the 

Mediterranean States which are located at the external borders of the EU. EU Member States located 

in the Mediterranean region. It begins by addressing the concerns about the lack of independence of 

some immigration detention remedies in the region, then moves on to the issues of accessibility to those 

remedies, the insufficient scope of the reviews carried out in immigration detention proceedings, the lack 

of speediness of some of them, and finally, the need for an onward appeal. 

Independence of Immigration Detention Remedies: the Dangers of Specialised Tribunals 

and Non-professional Judges 

Contrary to what the Government of Malta contended in J.B., one must not deduce from the wording 

used by the EU legal framework, which provides for the intervention of a “judicial authority”, that this 

authority must be construed as a court of lesser standards. In its judgement, the ECtHR recalled that 

while the “court” referred to by Article 5§4 ECHR does not have to be a court of law of the classical kind, 

integrated within the standard judicial machinery of the country, it must nevertheless be a body of 

“judicial character” which enjoys the same qualities of independence and impartiality as are required of 

the “tribunal” mentioned in Article 6 ECHR. From the perspective of EU law, the assumption made by 

the Maltese Government in J.B. was all the more unfounded as the “judicial authority” cannot be anything 

else than “an independent and impartial tribunal previously established by law” in the sense of Article 

47 of the Charter (CJEU, F.M.S. and others, 2020).  

Accordingly, the body in charge of adjudicating immigration detention must be as independent and 

impartial as any other national court, regardless of its name (Board, Tribunal, Court etc) and its place in 

the national judicial order.  

To determine whether a tribunal is independent and impartial, both the CJEU and the ECtHR proceed 

in a similar fashion. They verify the manner of appointment of the body's members, the length of their 

term of office, the manner according to which they can be dismissed, the safeguards against external 

pressures and whether it presents an appearance of independence (see for instance ECtHR, 

Guðmundur Andri Ástráðsson v. Iceland, 2020; CJEU, Graham J. Wilson  v. Ordre des avocats du 

barreau de Luxembourg, 2006).  

The guidelines of the Commission for Democracy through Law of the Council of Europe (Venice 

Commission) provide a set of criteria that corresponds to those used by the two Courts.  They provide, 

inter alia, that the manner of appointment of the judiciary should be done via a transparent and public 

procedure with a selection "based on merit, having regard to qualifications, integrity, ability and efficiency 

of the candidates", with limited to no intervention of the executive in the procedure. Tenure until 

retirement, or at least long-term appointments with limited renewals, is preferred, and the manner and 

grounds for dismissal should be strictly limited. All judges should benefit from the principle of 

irremovability, meaning that they cannot be removed from their duties without cause. An adequate level 

of remuneration should be guaranteed by law, in conformity with the dignity of the office and the scope 

of the duties carried out. The allocation of funds to the judiciary should ensure judicial independence, 

and strict rules of incompatibility with other functions should be enforced (Venice Commission, 2010). 

J.B. v. Malta serves as the benchmark case for these criteria in immigration detention proceedings, 

with the IAB failing the test to appear independent from the executive. The ECtHR underlined that the 

Board's members did not have to meet any predetermined selection criteria "other than that the 

Chairman had to hold a law degree, another member had to be versed in immigration matters, and 

another person required no qualification whatsoever", concluding that the Minister had wide discretion 

in the choice of all members when advising the President on the appointments. It further considered that 

the principle of irremovability could not provide any protection in view of the shortness of their mandate, 

three-year renewable at will, and the wide discretion enjoyed by the Minister in the dismissal procedure. 

Additionally, it noted that the remuneration provided by each member's multiple appointments in other 

boards "constituted a substantial financial interest" which depended on the satisfaction of the executive 

(J.B. v. Malta, 2024).  
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In contrast, the independence and impartiality of the judges who sit on the International Protection 

Appeals Court (IPAC) of Cyprus, a specialised tribunal which adjudicates asylum detention appeals, 

does not appear to be called into question (Venice Commission, 2021), presumably because, contrary 

to Malta, they are professional members of the judiciary appointed by the President of the Republic 

following a deliberation of the judicial council (European Commission, 2020; European Commission, 

2024). The same goes for the professional judges staffing the Greek Administrative Courts and the 

Spanish criminal judges, who are in charge of reviewing asylum and pre-removal detention, and the 

Italian Civil Courts, in charge of asylum detention, with no concerns being reported on the matter.  

The Italian giudice di pace, which decides on pre-removal detention, provides an interesting in-

between as they share similar features with the non-professional adjudicators of the Maltese IAB. They 

are honorary judges appointed for a renewable term of four years, whose remuneration used to be 

entirely conditional on the number of cases adjudicated and acts issued (Di Pascale, 2020; Asta, 2020). 

Some positive changes were introduced by the reform of the honorary judiciary, including a more stable 

remuneration and increased oversight from members of the professional judiciary (Guella, 2024), and, 

despite the doubts surrounding the precariousness of the magistrates' working conditions, the CJEU 

ruled that the giudice di pace satisfies the requirement of independence necessary to submit a request 

for preliminary ruling.  

To reach this conclusion, the CJEU noted first that giudice di pace are appointed by the President of 

the Republic following deliberations from the Supreme Council of the Judiciary and the territorially 

competent judicial council. The relatively short term of their service, lasting four years, renewable once, 

was not seen as an issue in view of the irremovability they enjoy. The rules on dismissal were considered 

sufficiently determined by national legislative provisions, and overall, it was noted that the magistrates 

"perform their duties wholly autonomously, subject to disciplinary rules, and without external pressure 

capable of influencing their decisions" (UX  v.  Governo della Repubblica italiana, 2020).  

While it is true that the complexity of EU immigration law may require the intervention of specialised 

judges, the J.B. judgement critically underscores the ECtHR's reluctance to accept a configuration in 

which the adjudication of immigration detention is entrusted to a specialised tribunal staffed solely by 

non-professional adjudicators.  

There are several benefits attributed to specialised tribunals staffed with judges selected on the basis 

of their knowledge of immigration law. Firstly, they provide adequate settings to foster the emergence 

of a jurisprudence of quality, with a faster decision-making process, less time being dedicated to 

researching the legal framework and its interpretation (Legomsky, 2010). Secondly, they are considered 

more open to international law and thus more prone to engage in judicial dialogue with higher Courts, 

in particular the CJEU, as they have the necessary knowledge to grasp the complexity of these cases 

(Blisa & Kosař, 2020). Thirdly, they may also be cheaper to set up and may benefit from more flexible 

and accessible rules of procedure, while also relieving the ordinary courts of a sizable caseload 

(Legomsky, 2010; Di Pascale, 2020). These considerations have motivated, at least partly, the creation 

of specialised courts in Cyprus (the International Protection Appeals Court), Malta (the Immigration 

Appeals Board and the International Protection Appeals Tribunal), and the specialised sections of Civil 

Courts in Italy.   

However, as seen in J.B. v. Malta, a tribunal that concentrates all or most immigration cases in its 

hands is arguably more exposed to external pressures, as the executive may want to control the 

direction in which the case law goes in a manner that suits its policies (Legomsky, 2010; Saas, 2014). 

Consequently, strong safeguards ensuring the independence and impartiality of the judges staffing the 

specialised tribunal are required. Immigration detention should therefore be reviewed by professional 

judges who benefit from the same guarantees as those staffing the ordinary courts, in particular life 

tenure, adequate and stable remuneration, and irremovability, independently of the nature of the court 

in which they sit, be it ordinary courts of the judiciary or specialised tribunals.  
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Accessibility of Immigration Detention Remedies: The Need to Mitigate Information 

Provision Gaps 

As per set case law, the tribunal must be accessible in theory and in practice, which means first and 

foremost that detainees must be informed of the reasons for their deprivation of liberty, the available 

remedies and the possibility to seek the assistance of a lawyer, in a language that they understand 

(Khlaifia and Others v. Italy [GC], 2016; A.D. v. Malta, 2023). EU law expressly provides for such rights 

in relation to both asylum and pre-removal detention in the relevant Directives.  

Despite being preferable in terms of accessibility, very few Member States have opted for a 

configuration where the courts are in charge of issuing detention orders, with only Spain having adopted 

such a configuration in the Mediterranean region (Accem & ECRE, 2025). This system is generally seen 

as providing stronger guarantees against arbitrariness, since it presumably empowers an independent 

and impartial judge with extensive legal expertise – compared to an administrative authority – to issue 

the detention order (Thym, 2023). It must be noted that, although Spanish law provides only for pre-

removal detention, newly arrived migrants are routinely issued with a removal order and detained before 

they can apply for asylum from detention (Accem and ECRE, 2025; Amnesty International, 2024).  

Consequently, in most States, the courts will typically intervene a few days after the administrative 

authority has issued a detention order and taken the person concerned into custody. Following such, 

EU Member States may decide to implement mandatory automatic reviews of detention, also known as 

ex officio reviews, or opt for a more classic approach, which consists of granting a right to file an 

application challenging the detention order before the competent tribunal.  

Asylum seekers generally benefit from fairer standards than third-country nationals facing removal 

(Basilien Gainche, 2015; Tsourdi & De Bruycker, 2022). They have access to ex officio reviews, 

eventually coupled with the possibility to file an application before a Court. Third-country nationals facing 

removal, on the other hand, must generally challenge the initial detention order themselves or wait for 

the automatic review provided for by EU law, which generally happens several months later. 

Amongst Mediterranean Member States, Cyprus is the only one that does not provide for an ex officio 

review of the initial detention order in all circumstances (Demetriou & Trimikliniotis, 2020; Cyprus 

Refugee Council & ECRE, 2024).  

Greece and Malta provide for both review mechanisms to asylum seekers (GCR & ECRE, 2024; 

aditus foundation & ECRE, 2024). Third-country nationals issued with a removal order in these countries 

must file an application or wait until the first mandatory ex officio review of their detention order happens, 

at three months in Greece and six months in Malta (Papapanagiotou-Leza & Kofinis, 2020 ; aditus 

foundation & ECRE, 2024).  

Finally, Italian law requires the intervention of a judge within 48 hours to validate the detention order 

and foresees further ex officio reviews at later stages (Di Pascale, 2020; ASGI & ECRE, 2025). This 

configuration is arguably very close to the Spanish one, as the judge’s intervention is nearly concomitant 

to the issuing of the detention order.  

A notable specificity of Malta and Cyprus is the possibility to file a writ of habeas corpus before the 

ordinary courts. This procedure, inherited from the English Common Law, is not specific to immigration 

detention but may be used in this context for both asylum and pre-removal detention (aditus foundation 

& ECRE, 2025; Cyprus Refugee Council & ECRE, 2025).  

In the absence of automatic reviews, access to the judge becomes contingent on detainees' ability 

to obtain sufficient information on their rights and seek legal assistance (Wilsher, 2011; Basilien-

Gainche, 2015). This is confirmed by the longstanding issues of access to the reviews on application in 

Greece, Cyprus, and Malta.  

As such, the lack of adequate information provided to detainees renders the Greek "objections 

against detention" mostly inaccessible despite the relative success of the procedure, with only 20% of 

the detention orders issued by the Hellenic police challenged before the courts in 2023 and the first half 

of 2024 (Refugee Support Aegean, 2024; GCR & ECRE, 2025). Regarding Malta, the ECtHR noted that 

the habeas corpus procedure before the Court of Magistrates was, in theory, an effective remedy against 

some forms of detention but considered it mostly inaccessible in practice, due to the lack of information 

provided to applicants on the availability of this remedy (A.D. v. Malta, 2023; J.B. v. Malta, 2024). 
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Similarly, the Court expressed concerns over the accessibility to Constitutional redress proceedings, 

considering this remedy to be “particularly cumbersome” (Louled Massoud v. Malta, 2010). The lack of 

access to the Cypriot Courts is also reported to be a consequence of the inadequate information 

provided to detainees on available remedies (Cyprus Refugee Council & ECRE, 2024). Finally, 

information provision gaps were reported in Spain, but this appears to be limited to the asylum procedure 

itself (Accem and ECRE, 2025).  

Consequently, when the courts do not issue the detention order themselves, automatic reviews 

appear preferable in terms of accessibility, as they fill information gaps and ensure that all detainees 

have access to a judge. This appears to be the logic that guided the EU legislature in introducing a 

mandatory ex officio review for unaccompanied minors in the new Reception Directive. However, it will 

be seen that ex officio reviews are not as effective as reviews on application, despite being more 

accessible.   

The Scope of the Review Required: Deference, Indifference, and lack of specialised 

knowledge  

The national tribunal must first and foremost verify that the deprivation of liberty is based on a clear, 

predictable, and accessible legal basis and that detention is ordered in accordance with the procedural 

and substantive conditions provided for by the law (ECtHR, Khlaifia and Others v. Italy [GC], 2016).  

This issue is of particular relevance in the context of the current trend in migration governance to 

implicitly blur the lines between detention and other coercive measures, such as restrictions of 

movement and alternatives to detention (Cornelisse, 2022). The difficulty in differentiating between 

these measures, which entail similar obligations and may be carried out in the same facilities, 

irremediably leads to situations that amount to de facto detention (Brandl, 2024).  

As observed by the Court in this case and J.B. v. Malta (2024), the national detention regime under 

health grounds exists “in a legal vacuum,” and habeas corpus proceedings, despite being considered 

effective against de facto detention, are generally inaccessible to detainees due to a lack of information. 

In contrast, while it was reported that the Cypriot Administrative Courts do not always address issues 

related to de facto detention, such as the lack of detention orders, the habeas corpus proceedings before 

the Supreme Court appear to adequately mitigate this (Cyprus Refugee Council & ECRE, 2025). Finally, 

reported shortcomings in Greece also include the failure to assess whether the detention order was 

delivered in a language the detainee understands and recurrent failures to quash detention orders 

issued on grounds not set out in national law (GCR & ECRE, 2025). Consequently, in these three 

countries, de facto detention appears to be recurrent, and the immigration detention judges do not seem 

to be able or willing to adequately deal with this issue.  

Furthermore, under the ECHR, the tribunal must verify that immigration detention is carried out in 

good faith; that it is closely connected to the grounds relied on by the authorities, i.e. preventing 

unauthorised entry or allowing deportation; that the place and conditions of detention are appropriate; 

and that the length of the detention does not exceed that reasonably required for the purpose pursued 

(J.B. v. Malta, 2024). These guarantees are similar in EU law; the grounds for asylum detention are 

exhaustively enumerated by the Reception Directive, and the authorities have the duty to carry out the 

necessary administrative procedures with due diligence to ensure that detention is as short as possible. 

The Return Directive provides that pre-removal detention must be as short as possible and only 

maintained as long as removal arrangements are in progress and executed with due diligence, provided 

there is a reasonable prospect for the detainee’s removal. 

As recalled in J.B., good faith is seriously called into question when national authorities fail to 

accomplish the administrative procedures relevant to the grounds for detention with due diligence, six 

months being far too long to determine the age of the applicants. J.B. also reminds national courts that 

detention conditions fall within the scope of their review and may lead to the conclusion that detention 

is unlawful if said conditions amount to inhuman or degrading treatment, this being especially true for 

unaccompanied minors. As such, detention conditions do not appear to be adequately considered in 
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several countries, including Malta (aditus foundation and ECRE, 2024), Greece (GCR & ECRE, 2024), 

and Cyprus (Cyprus Refugee Council & ECRE, 2024).  

It must be noted that the ECtHR generally does not require immigration detention to be necessary 

(Mancano, 2019; Cornelisse, 2022, whereas EU law precludes the placement in detention "without the 

necessity and proportionality of that measure having first been examined" and imposes alternatives to 

detention whenever they are sufficient (CJEU, F.M.S. and others, 2020). The practice of the Maltese 

IAB regarding pre-removal detention shows a systemic and critical failure to carry out any assessment 

of the necessity for detention, which will be enforced automatically upon the delivery of a removal order, 

release exclusively happening in the rare occasions where the removal order is quashed (aditus 

foundation & ECRE, 2025).  

In that regard, an interesting addition of the Pact is the requirement for the detention order issued to 

an asylum seeker to state why less coercive alternative measures cannot be applied effectively. This 

confirms that the control exercised by the judicial authority goes beyond the verification of the existence 

of a formal motivation for less coercive measures and extends to the existence and availability of those 

measures, as well as the assessment of their effectiveness in the specific case of the applicant (ECRE, 

2024). 

Beyond the Maltese IAB, the scope of the review carried out is deemed insufficient in most of the 

Mediterranean States. The Greek and Cypriot Administrative Courts, including the Cypriot International 

Protection Appeals Court, tend to automatically confirm detention orders and limit themselves to a 

review of manifest factual errors (Demetriou & Trimikliniotis, 2020; Papapanagiotou-Leza & Kofinis, 

2020; Moraru, 2020; GCR and ECRE, 2025; Cyprus Refugee Council and ECRE, 2025).  

In Italy, ex officio reviews carried out by the giudice di pace in the context of pre-removal detention 

are heavily criticised and monitored by independent experts (International Commission of Jurists, 2014; 

Asta, 2020). The "Observatory on the judicial review on migrants’ rights" reported that, in the year 2022, 

the giudice di pace in Torino confirmed 92% of the detention orders issued by the questura with limited 

to no apparent reasoning (Di Luciano et al., 2024; ASGI, 2024).  

In Spain, an empirical study showed that, due to their lack of understanding of the legal framework, 

criminal judges tend to follow the administration's submissions and to fall back on what they know best, 

i.e., the existence of past criminal behaviours, which should not be the focus of the review (Vallbe et al., 

2019; Rotaeche, 2020). A more recent report by Amnesty International confirms this trend, noting that 

detention of individuals found in an irregular situation is almost automatic (Amnesty International, 2024).  

Finally, while habeas corpus proceedings in Malta and Cyprus have sometimes led to positive 

outcomes, the review carried out in the context of these proceedings remains limited to de facto 

detention, the ECtHR having found that these proceedings do not “provide a review of the “lawfulness” 

of detention in the light not only of the requirements of domestic law but also of the Convention” (Louled 

Massoud, 2010). Accordingly, the Court is willing to accept the effectiveness of this remedy only in cases 

of de facto detention, only if the remedy is accessible (J.B. v. Malta, 2024).  

These shortcomings may be explained by several interconnected factors, such as the deference 

shown by the Courts towards the administration, the lack of independence or qualification of judges, and 

the automaticity of ex officio review mechanisms. 

Some have underlined that Administrative Courts, such as in Cyprus and Greece, traditionally show 

greater deference to the administrative authorities than other judges and may affect their willingness to 

carry out an in-depth assessment of the lawfulness of the detention order (Pouly, 2014; Cornelisse, 

2022). That said, criminal judges may also be reluctant to encroach on the principle of separation of 

powers between the administrative order and the judicial order and thus engage in a meaningful review 

(Sarolea, 2020).  

Furthermore, lack of independence also negatively impacts the scope of the review undertaken, as 

is the case for the Italian giudice di pace and the Maltese IAB. Lack of qualification in asylum and 

immigration matters appears to impact all remedies under review, to the exception perhaps of the Italian 

Civil Courts, in their role as the asylum detention judge. These Courts feature a specialised section on 

immigration staffed by professional judges who seem to possess the necessary training and expertise. 

Their resistance to the implementation of the Italy-Albania deal suggests that these judges have the 
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necessary independence and qualifications to adjudicate these complex matters (De Leo, 2024; De Leo 

& Celoria, 2025). However, most of their jurisdiction over asylum detention was recently transferred to 

the non-specialised judges of the Court of Appeal, leaving only residual competence for specific cases 

to first instance courts. Concerns were expressed over the accessibility and effectiveness of the new 

system due to geographical constraints, linked to the reduced number of competent court and their 

location, and the appeal judges’ lack of specialised knowledge. This shift was reported to be an attempt 

at circumventing the ongoing conflict between the specialised sections and the government over the 

Italy-Albania agreement (ASGI, 2025).  

Finally, the automaticity of ex officio reviews arguably puts further structural and financial strains on 

the Courts, which may not be provided with adequate resources to adjudicate these cases in a timely 

manner and maintain the quality of their decisions. This may lead to exhaustion and disinterest amongst 

judges and influence their involvement in upholding detainee's rights, leading to what is referred as " le 

juge coup de tampon" ("the rubberstamping judge") (Pouly, 2014), a judge who mechanically confirms 

detention orders in copy-pasted decisions of poor quality, providing the administrative authority with the 

necessary legitimacy to pursue its policies.  

Likewise, while the right to liberty requires courts to approach each case with a presumption in favour 

of release, thus putting the burden of proof on the administration to demonstrate the legality of the 

measure (Wilsher, 2011), the striking differences between the effectiveness of ex-officio reviews and 

reviews on application observed in several Member States seem to suggest that the automaticity of 

those reviews shifts the burden of proof onto the detainee, whereas the proactive stance shown by the 

applicants in proceedings they launch themselves appears to reinforce the presumption that detention 

is unlawful in the mind of the judge.  

For instance, in Greece, only 0.5% of the 24,174 detention orders issued in 2023 were quashed in 

ex officio reviews, while the approval rate of applications challenging the detention order by way of 

"objections against detention" before the same Courts stood at 45.6% (Refugee Support Aegean, 2024). 

Similar numbers were reported for the first half of 2024 (Refugee Support Aegean, 2024). Numbers 

provided by the Administrative Courts for 2023 show that 4926 ex officio reviews of detention orders 

issued to asylum seekers were carried out, of which 4701 were validated. Commentators highlighted 

the poor quality of the decisions issued, the lack of reasoning, and of proper assessment in light of EU 

law and ECHR standards (GCR & ECRE, 2024). The ECtHR confirmed this trend in several decisions 

(Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe, 2020).  

This could also be confirmed in the Maltese context, where the ECtHR found that ex officio reviews 

carried out by the IAB were insufficient and poorly motivated (A.D. v. Malta, 2023; J.B. v. Malta, 2024; 

aditus foundation & ECRE, 2024). In contrast, the Court of Magistrates deciding on habeas corpus 

proceedings has a decent record of well-reasoned decisions concluding to the unlawful de facto 

detention of asylum seekers on health grounds, the issue for this remedy remaining its accessibility 

(Camilleri, 2019; A.D. v. Malta, 2023). However, it must be noted that the IAB is not considered to be 

particularly more effective on application (aditus foundation & ECRE, 2024). 

The Italian context provides a more balanced picture, with the ex officio reviews of pre-removal 

detention carried out by the giudice di pace being generally considered insufficient compared to the ex 

officio reviews of asylum detention carried out by the Italian Civil Courts (Asta, 2020; Di Luciano et al., 

2024; ASGI, 2024; De Leo & Celoria, 2025). While some concerns were expressed regarding the quality 

of asylum detention reviews due to the recent transfer of competence to the non-specialised judges of 

the Court of Appeal (ASGI, 2025), the practice observed so far seems to indicate that this may not be 

the case (ASGI and ECRE, 2025; Maciocchi, 2025).  

As such, while it was found that ex officio reviews are preferable in terms of accessibility, they do not 

appear as efficient as reviews carried out on application. The argument that ex officio reviews mitigate 

the lack of access to information is valid, but so are the concerns expressed regarding the "rubber-

stamping judge". Both systems are thus complementary and may be able to balance each other; ex 

officio reviews mitigate the potential deficit in information provision, while reviews on application may 

mitigate the automaticity of ex officio reviews.  
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To conclude, it appears that none of the remedies discussed above are consistent in providing 

thorough and well-reasoned reviews that are sufficient in scope. The reasons for such are numerous 

and interconnected: lack of resources and exhaustion, indifference, ignorance of the legal framework 

due to a lack of qualification, deference and dependence towards the authorities, criminal law bias, and 

automaticity.  

Speediness of Immigration Detention Remedies: The Need for Stronger Safeguards 

Both the ECHR and EU law provide for a speedy judicial review of detention. The opportunity for 

legal review must therefore be provided soon after the person is taken into detention and thereafter at 

reasonable intervals if necessary. As recalled in J.B. v. Malta (2024), “the rationale underlying the 

requirements of speediness and periodic judicial review at reasonable intervals within the meaning of 

Article 5 § 4 and the Court’s case-law is that a detainee should not run the risk of remaining in detention 

long after the time when his deprivation of liberty has become unjustified”. In this case, the Court 

confirmed that the Convention is breached when the automatic reviews provided for by law did not take 

place and when the applications for a review remain unanswered.  

EU law specifically foresees the need for further reviews to be carried out at reasonable intervals of 

time, automatically or upon the request of the detainee. However, the Return Directive provides for the 

mandatory and regular intervention of a “judicial authority” in cases of prolonged detention only, usually 

from six months onwards. Additionally, the Pact, which concerns only asylum seekers, foresees that the 

detention of unaccompanied minors must be regularly and automatically reviewed (Peers, 2024), this 

addition being a small concession to those who advocated against detention for minors.  

At the outset, it is clear that the speediness of the proceedings remains heavily contingent on the 

adequacy of the resources allocated to the courts in order to carry out their mission. For instance, in 

2021, the Spanish Ombudsman reported delays in the delivery of detention orders on the Island of Gran 

Canaria due to the lack of resources allocated to the competent court, which functioned at that time only 

eight days every three weeks and was staffed with only three magistrates (Defensor del Pueblo, 2021).   

The nature of the tribunal chosen to carry out the reviews of the detention order may also impact the 

speediness of the proceedings. In that regard, criminal courts may be more capable of dealing with 

immigration cases within a reasonable timeframe due to their structural organisation, which arguably 

caters to the need to determine such cases speedily (Blisa and Kosař, 2020). As such, the speediness 

of the habeas corpus proceedings before the Criminal Courts in Malta, when accessible, may be seen 

as an example, the detainee being brought before the Court on the same day of the application (aditus 

foundation & ECRE, 2025). However, it should be underlined that the choice to grant competence to the 

criminal judge for immigration detention is not trivial considering the current trend of criminalization of 

migration, or "crimmigration", i.e. the attempts to control immigration through criminal law (Gatta et al., 

2022), as a configuration where criminal judges adjudicate immigration detention further "blurs the lines" 

between migration and crime and contributes to the idea that migrants are a threat to society (Sarolea, 

2020). As such, the recent proposal for a Returns Regulation is extremely reminiscent of European 

instruments on criminal law, the parallel between European Arrest Warrants and the foreseen “European 

Return Order” being obvious.    

In contrast, civil and administrative courts may not be adequately structured to adjudicate immigration 

detention appeals in a speedy manner (Bornemann & Dörig, 2020). Those concerns are echoed by the 

ECtHR with regard to the Greek and Cypriot context. In Greece, the Court found that the geographical 

distribution of Administrative Courts on the hot spots restricted access to a speedy review of detention 

(Kaak and others v. Greece, 2019), while it consistently found immigration detention proceedings in 

Cyprus to lack speediness, proceedings lasting weeks, if not months (M.A. v. Cyprus, 2013; K.A. v. 

Cyprus, 2024; B.A v. Cyprus, 2024). The same can be said of the Maltese Constitutional proceedings, 

which must first be brought before the Civil Court (First Hall), with the possibility of filing an onward 

appeal to the Constitutional Court. The ECtHR has consistently held that this remedy is ineffective for 

individuals deprived of their liberty due to the lack of speediness of the proceedings, which generally 
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last several years with the appeal to the Constitutional Court (Louled Massoud v. Malta, 2010; A.D. v. 

Malta, 2023). 

To conclude, the worrying lack of speediness observed for several key remedies in Greece, Malta, 

and Cyprus appears to be linked to structural issues, as the Courts are ill-equipped to deal with 

immigration detention. These issues are likely to be exacerbated by the increase in detention fostered 

by the Pact and require immediate intervention. Fortunately, the Pact foresees that failure to decide 

within a maximum of 21 days after the launch of the asylum detention proceedings automatically leads 

to the release of the detainee. This opens a new litigation venue in Cyprus and Malta, as individuals still 

deprived of their liberty after this period would arguably be de facto detained, thus allowing the habeas 

corpus judges to efficiently intervene.  

The right for an onward appeal: A required oversight  

At the outset, it must be noted that neither the CJEU nor the ECtHR compel States to provide for a 

second degree of appeal against a detention order (ECtHR, Toth v. Austria, 1991; CJEU, Samba Diouf, 

2011). EU Member States like Malta and Greece have certainly made good use of this possibility, in a 

clear attempt to curtail oversight, cut costs, and reduce caseload (Camilleri, 2019; Papapanagiotou-

Leza & Kofinis, 2020).  

Nevertheless, providing for further judicial oversight of the first instance decision is a crucial 

guarantee against arbitrariness. Whilst it is true that it increases costs and caseload, it provides a much-

needed oversight on the mistakes of first instance Courts and contributes to the coherence of case-law 

at national level (Legomsky, 2010).  

Crucially, the lack of appeal procedures and the impossibility of public access to judicial decisions 

on immigration detention in Malta and Greece have contributed to the emergence of an incoherent and 

sub-standard case law, while also sparking concerns over the transparency of the decision-making 

process of the judicial authorities (Camilleri, 2019; Angeli, 2020). The impressive body of case law from 

the ECtHR on the matter for both countries provides ample evidence of this system's shortcomings 

(aditus foundation and ECRE, 2024; GCR & ECRE, 2024). 

Two types of judicial oversight can be implemented: an appeal on both points of fact and law, or a 

review on points of law only (cassation). The cassation procedure suffers from several shortcomings 

from the perspective of the applicant. Firstly, it is limited to legal considerations and therefore does not 

entail a review of the merits. Secondly, it is a burdensome procedure which may lack speediness and 

accessibility with strict admissibility requirements, a limited number of lawyers being qualified to litigate 

before the cassation court, and increased costs for applicants (Di Pascale, 2020; Sarolea, 2020).  

In Italy, the Supreme Court of Cassation provides a judicial oversight on points of law only. The 

Court's efforts in harmonising the case law, in particular on the motivation of judicial decisions, have 

contributed to limiting the erosion of detainees' rights. However, this is deemed insufficient in view of the 

difficulties in accessing this procedure (Di Pascale, 2020) and the continuing issue of the poor quality of 

the decisions issued by giudice di pace on pre-removal detention (ASGI, 2024; Di Luciano et al., 2024). 

Furthermore, recent amendments to the law severely restrict the grounds on which cassation may be 

sought for asylum detention (ASGI, 2025).  

In Cyprus, an onward appeal from the Administrative Court and the International Protection Appeals 

Court is available to the Court of Appeal, but is reported to be limited to points of law, as well as suffering 

from accessibility issues due to the lack of information provided to detainees (Cyprus Refugee Council 

and ECRE, 2025).  

In Malta, the decisions issued by the IAB cannot be appealed, although Constitutional redress 

proceedings are in theory able to quash the decision issued by the Board and order release following 

an assessment of both points of facts and law, the issue being that, in practice, this remedy is 

inaccessible and lacks the required speediness (aditus foundation and ECRE, 2024; J.B. v. Malta, 

2024).   

Spain provides for the most protective system among the countries examined, with an onward appeal 

on both points of fact and law to the High Court (Tribunal Superior de Justicia) and the possibility to file 
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an application before the Constitutional Court for a breach of fundamental rights (recurso de amparo), 

with no reported issues of accessibility to higher Courts (Accem and ECRE, 2025).  

An appeal on both points of fact and law, rather than only a cassation procedure, is therefore 

preferable as it provides for the most guarantees against arbitrariness. It empowers the reviewing Court 

to assess all relevant factual and legal considerations of the case and to substitute its own assessment 

for that of the first-instance court.  

Considering the shortcomings identified in previous sections, an onward appeal to a Court of 

generalised jurisdiction, rather than an immigration court, is highly needed to harmonise case law and 

provide oversight over immigration detention judges. In their role as appeal judges, non-specialised 

courts are seen as more impartial to immigration matters and benefiting from an increased authority 

compared to immigration judges, leading to positive solutions which would not have been envisaged 

otherwise (Legomsky, 2010). For these reasons, many underscore the importance of judicial oversight 

by generalist courts as it strengthens the guarantees against arbitrariness by allowing further scrutiny 

on the executive (Legomsky, 2010; Blisa & Kosař, 2020). 

Conclusion 

In their analysis of judicial protection in the context of pre-removal detention, Blisa and Kosař 

identified five factors that, in their opinion, contribute to strengthening pre-removal detention control by 

the judiciary.  

"1) early review of lawfulness of detention; (2) the need to increase expertise of detention judges; (3) 

the availability of appeal against the judicial decision on third-country national detention; (4) automatic 

and periodic review of detention; and (5) quality legal representation for third-country nationals, 

including legal aid and good interpreters."  

They argue that while these criteria may limit the "detention roulette," there is ultimately no ideal and 

uniform model which could be implemented across the EU, in view of the institutional diversity presented 

by each Member State. They thus warn that an attempt to transplant a model from one country to another 

might yield completely different results. They conclude that most of the efforts should be focused on 

providing training to judges in the hope that this would have a "ripple effect" in keeping the administration 

in check through informed decision-making and increased judicial dialogue with higher Courts (Blisa & 

Kosař, 2020).   

Legomsky identifies similar criteria in his attempt to restructure immigration adjudication in the U.S. 

Those are accuracy, efficiency, acceptability, and consistency. Accuracy refers to the quality of the 

decisions issued, the "ultimate results that the evidence and the relevant law reasonably support". 

Efficiency refers to the efficient use of resources to ensure the speedy adjudication of cases. 

Acceptability encompasses the confidence in the integrity and efficiency of the process by both the 

parties and the public and thus equates to ensuring that the judicial authority can reach its decision in 

complete independence and impartiality, and in a transparent manner. Finally, consistency refers to the 

harmonisation of case law, which fosters confidence in the judicial process and predictability for the 

applicants.  

Commenting on the issues which plague the U.S. system, he identifies four "prime suspects" which 

negatively impact judicial protection; "extreme underresourcing (...) with exceptionally high ratios of 

caseloads to adjudicators"; "procedural shortcuts" such as limitations of judicial oversight; "politicization 

(...) through a combination of partisan and ideological hiring practices (...) continuing threats to 

adjudicators' job security (...) and the general supervision of adjudicators and control of their resources 

by enforcement officials"; "adjudicators who are not well suited to the job" (Legomsky, 2010).  

The relevance of those factors is far from being relative in the European context. The under-

resourcing and the high caseload of courts are equally relevant and shared across all Mediterranean 

States. The will to limit judicial oversight of first instance decisions shown by several of those States 

constitutes procedural shortcuts which decrease the overall protection afforded to detainees. The 

politicisation of the Maltese IAB and the lack of independence attributed to the giudice di pace show that 

the European judge is not sheltered from those concerns either.  
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In terms of independence, the Maltese example should be avoided, as it does not comply with EU 

law and the ECHR. Accordingly, EU Member States should refrain from creating specialised tribunals 

outside the court system or staffing their courts entirely with non-professional adjudicators. The most 

adequate configuration may be the creation of specialised sections within the courts, following the 

example of the Italian Civil Courts (prior to the recent amendments restricting their competence on 

asylum detention). In the case of Malta, it is urgent to create a proper judiciary of the administrative 

order in a manner similar to that of the Cypriot system. This can be achieved in the same manner as the 

Cypriots did, merging preexisting specialised boards into specialised chambers of an Administrative 

Court and restaffing this Court with professional judges enjoying the same guarantees of independence 

as their counterparts in the ordinary Courts. 

While Blisa and Kosař rightfully insist on the need to implement ex officio reviews of detention in 

order to ensure access to the Courts and mitigate information gaps, this system appears insufficient on 

its own, and there should always be the possibility to challenge the legality of the detention on 

application.  

National law should clearly frame the scope of the reviews required, including an assessment of 

whether the detention complained of amounts to de facto detention, whether the measure is strictly 

necessary, and whether conditions of detention are adequate. Training should be routinely provided on 

the relevant criteria for asylum and pre-removal detention, and higher courts should ensure 

harmonisation and compliance with applicable standards.   

National law should foresee clear deadlines within which the case must be decided in both asylum 

and pre-removal detention, leading to the automatic release of the detainee when this deadline expires. 

In countries where habeas corpus proceedings are available, the judges should exercise their full 

jurisdiction and order immediate release in cases where, despite the expiry of the deadline, the person 

is still detained. 

In countries where an onward appeal is impossible, one should be created, thus allowing a higher 

court of generalised jurisdiction to scrutinise the decision of the first instance judge. The review carried 

out on appeal should preferably encompass both points of fact and law; cassation proceedings are too 

burdensome and limited in their scope to provide adequate relief in detention proceedings. In the case 

of Malta, remedying the lack of speediness of Constitutional redress proceedings may finally allow an 

apex Court to harmonise case law and provide oversight over the current unregulated practice of the 

IAB. 

This Article has attempted to provide an analysis of the current gaps in the judicial protection systems 

in Mediterranean States located at the external borders of the EU, which are expected to increase their 

use of immigration detention with the forthcoming Pact on asylum and migration and the proposal for a 

Return Regulation currently under negotiations. It confirms that judicial protection against arbitrary 

detention in these countries is generally deficient, thus rebutting the presumption that national courts 

will be able to deal with the increased pressure brought about by these reforms. Setting aside the 

caricatural example provided by Malta, the deficiencies observed are generally a consequence of a lack 

of training and resources afforded to the judiciary, which, coupled with exhaustion, repetitiveness, and 

a tense political environment, lead to an erosion of the quality of the protection they are able to afford. 

It is clear that Member States that pursue harmful policies are the first ones to benefit from an 

overwhelmed judiciary that is incapable of keeping in check their increasingly powerful administrations.  

In light of this, this article built on previous research and attempted to provide an accurate picture of 

the shortcomings observed in those Member States, while trying to identify the relevant factors that may 

reinforce judicial protection in both asylum and pre-removal detention. The Pact may provide an 

occasion to reassess current remedies in those procedures and bring them in line with EU and ECHR 

standards. This is required if the ambitious policies it sponsors are to succeed with minimal cost to 

human suffering. 
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ANNEX – Effectiveness of Immigration-Detention Tribunals (Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Malta, Spain) 

 

Country  Accessibility  Independence  Speediness of Review  Scope of Review Onward Appeals 

Cyprus 

• National law provides only 

for reviews on application 

before the Administrative Court 

or the International Protection 

Appeals Court (IPAC) 

• habeas 

corpus proceedings available 

before the Supreme Court 

• Severe lack of information 

hampers access to the Courts 

• Professional judges 

generally considered 

independent 

• Proceedings before the 

Administrative Court or the 

IPAC lack the required 

speediness, with appeals 

lasting several weeks or 

months 

• Habeas corpus are 

efficient 

• Administrative Courts 

tend to confirm detention 

orders and generally fail to 

address all relevant criteria in 

a consistent and 

comprehensive manner  

• Habeas corpus 

proceedings are only 

effective in situations of de 

facto detention 

• Onward appeal on both 

fact and law available from 

Administrative Courts and 

the IPAC’s decisions 

Greece 

• Asylum-seekers benefit 

from both ex-officio reviews 

and the possibility to file 

an application (objection 

against detention) before the 

Administrative Courts  

• Third-country nationals 

must either apply themselves 

or wait for the 

statutory ex-officio review 

(3 months after detention) 

before the Administrative 

Courts 

• Information deficits 

hamper access to the 

“objection against detention” 

procedure  

• Professional judges 

generally considered 

independent 

• Geographic dispersion 

of Administrative Courts on 

the islands severely affects 

speediness  

• Courts generally fail to 

address all relevant criteria in 

a consistent and 

comprehensive manner 

• Courts tend to confirm 

detention orders in an 

automatic manner when 

carrying ex officio reviews  

• The lack of appeal 

severely affects case law 

coherence and quality 

Italy 

• A judge must 

validate the detention order 

within 48 hours; 

• Giudice di 

pace are honorary 

judges whose 

• No issues reported 

• Giudice di pace reviews 

are criticised for their limited 

depth   

• Cassation 

proceedings are available 

but considered insufficient 

due to their limited scope 
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Country  Accessibility  Independence  Speediness of Review  Scope of Review Onward Appeals 

subsequent ex-officio reviews 

occur later.  

• For asylum detention, first 

instance civil courts were 

conducting ex-officio reviews 

until 2025. The transfer to the 

Court of Appeal may hamper 

access due to procedural 

uncertainty and geographical 

constraints.  

• For pre-removal detention, 

the giudice di pace performs 

the review. 

independence and 

qualifications are criticised 

•First instance Civil 

Courts ex-officio reviews of 

asylum detention are 

comparatively more 

thorough. 

• The quality of asylum 

detention reviews is expected 

to decrease due to the 

transfer of competence to the 

non-specialised judges of 

the Court of Appeal.  

(law-only and limited 

grounds for asylum 

detention appeals as of 

2025) and the difficulties in 

accessing them, despite 

notable efforts to harmonise 

case law.  

Malta 

•Provides both ex-officio re

views and the ability to file 

an application for asylum 

seekers before the Immigration 

Appeals Board (IAB)  

• Third-country nationals 

must wait for ex-officio reviews 

after 6 months before the IAB 

•Habeas 

corpus proceedings are 

available before the Court of 

Magistrates in theory, but a lack 

of information restricts access 

• The IAB is not 

independent from the 

executive due to its 

composition (non-

professional judges), the 

method of appointment 

(discretionary and not merit-

based), the short renewable 

terms and lack of financial 

stability 

• The independence of 

other judges is generally not 

called into question 

• The IAB has failed to 

hear cases on application or 

where an ex officio review 

was mandatory.  

• Habeas 

corpus proceedings happen 

on the day of the application 

• Applications to the 

Constitutional Court lack 

speediness  

• The IAB’s reviews 

are narrow and often lack 

reasoning; it does not 

adequately examine 

necessity and proportionality  

• Habeas corpus 

proceedings are only 

effective in situations of de 

facto detention  

• Lack of appeal from 

IAB decision negatively 

affects the quality and 

coherence of the case law 

• Constitutional redress 

proceedings provide for an 

appeal on both points of fact 

and law, but are considered 

ineffective due to their 

cumbersome nature and 

their duration 

Spain 

• Criminal judges issue 

detention orders themselves 

• An application can be filed 

to obtain a review of detention 

at a later stage 

• No reported concerns 

over independence  

• Resource constraints 

have caused delays  

• Judges tend to rely 

heavily on the authorities’ 

submissions and show 

criminal law bias, relying on 

past criminal convictions 

rather than on other factors  

• Appeals are accessible 

on both points of fact and 

law before the competent 

High Court 
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Country  Accessibility  Independence  Speediness of Review  Scope of Review Onward Appeals 

• No reported issues of 

accessibility 

• Judges tend to 

automatically issue detention 

orders 

• Constitutional redress 

proceedings (recurso de 

amparo) are available  

 

 


