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Abstract 

Due to allocation quotas, a substantial portion of refugees are accommodated in rural areas in Germany. As a result 

of legal requirements and restrictions as well as the challenges posed by the surrounding areas, refugees often have 

no place to go other than the shelter. Based on my activist anthropological research, this paper will uncover the 

place- and space-making activities conducted by and around refugees accommodated in shelters in rural areas in 

Brandenburg. I will show that the German migration regime consciously uses the many dimensions of place- and 

space-making to stigmatise and structurally relegate refugees to the periphery: with strategies ranging from 

physical exclusion to refugee marginalisation within shelters and including the very asylum process itself, 

refugees’ space is constantly (re)constructed, (re)occupied and (re)interpreted. 

German Synopsis 

Aufgrund von Verteilungsquoten ist ein erheblicher Teil Geflüchteter in ländlichen Räumen in Deutschland 

untergebracht. Infolge von gesetzlicher Vorschriften sowie der Herausforderungen des Umlandes, bleibt das Heim 

meist der einzige „Zufluchtsort“. Basierend auf den Ergebnissen meiner anthropologischen, aktivistischen 

Forschung veranschaulicht dieser Aufsatz die „Verortung“, das place- und  space-making (in ihren vielfältigen 

Dimensionen) von und um Geflüchtete in Übergangswohnheimen im ländlichen Raum Brandenburgs und deckt 

dahinter liegende Ausgrenzungs- und Stigmatisierungsmechanismen auf: Von einer physischen Ausgrenzung zu 

einer Sphäre der Marginalisierung innerhalb des Heimes und des Asylverfahrens wird space stetig 

(neu)konstruiert, (neu)besetzt und (neu)interpretiert. 
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Introduction 

 ‘The refugee*2, that apparently marginalised figure, (must) be regarded as a central figure in our 

political history.’ (Agamben 2001, translated: JB),  

the philosopher Giorgio Agamben wrote at the beginning of this century. He was forecasting a 

debate that had its eventual starting point in the so-called ‘long summer of migration’ in 2015 

and the ‘refugee crisis’. Never since the 1990s have so many refugees*3 reached Germany. 

German administration, politics and society found themselves quite unprepared, as was vividly 

shown in the lack of state preparation and accommodation arrangements for refugees* and in 

the change of the social and political mood. Since 2015, a tough discussion about (national) 

identity/identities, open and closed borders, the foreign and the own, and the 

(non-)obligation to humanitarian services and empathy has raged. This discussion, which 

promoted an alarming radicalisation in public discourse, was also followed by a tightening of 

asylum laws (such as Asylpaket I & II or Integrationsgesetz). Unfortunately, some often went 

unnoticed and unheard in this debate, namely the voices of those who were at stake, those who 

fled. The ‘subalternisation’ and the ensuing absence of representation of the subaltern in 

academia, as already lamented by Gyatri Spivak (1988), transfers social marginalisation into 

professional discourse. In this essay, following Spivak’s claim, I would like to literally give 

space to these individual perspectives. 

In what places or spaces refugees* find themselves plays a prominent role in whether 

and how they have access to social participation and integrative processes (BMAS 2017). Until 

now, the type and locality of housing has been prescribed by the German migration regime4. In 

accordance with allocation quotas, a substantial proportion of refugees* is, for example, 

accommodated in shelters in rural areas in Germany. Initially, those collective living quarters 

2 I will use the Gender Star in the following essay, to include all genders in language. This follows the practice of 

the Writing Centre of the University of North Carolina and Chapel Hill (2018). 
3 I am following the UN Refugee Convention/Geneva Convention (1951/1967)  in defining a refugee as a person, 

who ‘owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 

particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such 

fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being 

outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is 

unwilling to return to it‘ (UN Refugee Convention 1951). Even if the German migration regime only recognises a 

person as refugee once the asylum application has been justified, I also designate asylum-seekers and people in 

temporary suspension of deportation as refugees if they use this term to describe themselves. A further distinction 

is only made if speaking of legal status.  
4 In my definition of the German migration regime, I am following Giuseppe Sciortino (2004), who defined it as 

a ‘mix of implicit conceptual frames, generations of turf wars among bureaucracies, and wave after waves of 

‘quick fix’ to emergencies, triggered by changing political constellations of actors.’ The term is an attempt to make 

it possible to analyse elements, patterns, and effects of social negotiation processes on the basis of the assumption 

that social structures are basically fluid (Pott, Rass, Wolff 2018). 
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were meant to be temporarily solutions—the so-called Übergangswohnheime, transition or 

temporary shelters, an interim home to live in until authorities decide on the status of asylum 

cases. Because of the way German migration system works in practice, living in shelters and in 

uncertain conditions and with uncertain status has now unfortunately become the permanent 

status quo. In addition, rural areas in particular hold special challenges for refugees*.  

Places and spaces in their different dimensions immensely shape the everyday 

experience of their inhabitants*—and conversely are also shaped by them. This interaction of 

space-making according to Lefebvre (1991, 1996), the total social construction and 

(re)interpretation of space in relation to refugees* in rural areas, shall be the focus of this essay. 

My research results show that those spatial dimensions have a mostly exclusionary impact on 

refugees*: Accommodation in difficult locations and the resulting peripheralisation are 

consciously used as spheres of exclusion, thus creating a system that clearly defines entry and 

exit possibilities and stigmatises through the use of spaces. Therefore, I will—based on 

individual views—illustrate the place-/space-making (in its multiple dimensions) of shelters 

and rural areas in Brandenburg which will be discovered to be gated spaces, symbols of an 

extreme social exclusion and stigmatisation of refugees* with precarious legal status. In order 

to achieve this goal, I will first describe space as category of anthropological analysis and 

explain my theoretical framework as well as my research setting. Next, a contextualisation will 

be provided by describing the background of the accommodation, i.e. the requirements of the 

German migration regime as well as the special spatial structures of rural areas in Brandenburg. 

Finally, the third section will report from the field. In addition to my own observations, I will 

relate the experiences of two research participants. In the following section, these descriptions 

will be theorised, elevated to a macro level, and the individual dimensions of social exclusion 

and stigmatisation through space will be elaborated on. I will end with a short conclusion and 

a forward-looking perspective in the last section. 
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Using Anthropology of Space and Place to examine 

Mechanisms of Exclusion 

Spaces and places5 can be anthropologically investigated in many ways and can hardly be 

thought of as singular since they are always present in various overlapping dimensions that are 

socially constructed but also construct social aspects: they are newly-created, designed, 

occupied and (re)interpreted, and they also contain the power to shape societies and influence 

lifestyles. Their boundaries are fluid and movable. They can be brought into materialistic forms 

or remain spherical. In them, people and their environments are reflected and yet spaces and 

places are also reflected in both. They are the centre, beginning, and end of a perpetual process 

of negotiation and interaction. Therefore, their investigation is so meaningful as it reveals an 

insight into ‘hidden’ systems and the everyday, individual way of dealing with them. As Setha 

Low aptly puts it, the anthropological examination of space  

‘provides a powerful tool for uncovering material and representational injustice and forms of 

social exclusion. At the same time, it facilitates an important form of engagement because such 

spatial analyses offer people and their communities a way to understand the everyday places 

where they live, work, shop, and socialise […].’ (Low 2011: 390, emphasis by author). 

In my work, following Low’s statement above, the investigation of the everyday shaping of 

spatial dimensions has revealed them above all as powerful exclusionary spheres. They can 

define physical entry or exit possibilities through, for instance, their specific location or spatial 

access, and their use can be limited socially for socioeconomic, legal, or racist reasons. Such 

exclusions can be reinforced by material aids—such as fences or other demarcations—or 

supported by deterrent and surveillance strategies, such as cameras, security services, etc. They 

can be shaped by certain discursive strategies, such as warning notices, media coverage and 

social discussions, and legally consolidated by certain political decisions. All in all, spaces 

therefore can easily become ‘gated spaces’ (Low 2011: 391).  

However, spatial (exclusionary) structures can vary considerably from place to place, which is 

why Glick-Schiller and Çaglar (2010) call for a ‘local turn’, especially in the scientific debate 

on migration movements. Rural areas, for example, have special (spatial) prerequisites and 

5 I would like to emphasise here the conceptual difference between certain local places and spaces, which can take 

on variable forms and dimensions as described above. 
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contain special places, but are also strongly shaped as spaces6. However, most scientific studies 

worldwide and in Germany, especially in the field of refugee and migration research, 

concentrate on urban areas (see for example Huschke 2014 and 2015, Castañeda 2008, Glick-

Schiller/Çaglar 2010, Jacobsen 2006; Breckner 2014); the rural is unfortunately rather 

disregarded and marginalised. Counteracting this trend, I would like to concentrate specifically 

on rural areas. I think the strength of anthropology lies in grounding its theory in concrete 

findings from the field. I would therefore like to base my argument and theory-building on my 

research findings and the everyday individual experiences and space-making of refugees* 

accommodated in shelters in rural Brandenburg, Germany.7  

‘Unexpected Groups in Unexpected Places’—Refugee 

accommodation in rural Brandenburg under the German 

Migration Regime 

The conditions for determining in which places and spaces refugees* are accommodated depend 

to a large extent on the provisions of the German migration regime. Thus, refugees* are 

allocated according to certain distribution quotas (Königsteiner Schlüssel) among the individual 

federal states and subsequently among municipalities and cities (EASY) (BAMF 2018, §50(1) 

AsylG). Neither the refugee-individual* nor German residents* have any decision-making 

power in this process, as the German Asylum Law (Asylgesetz AsylG) prescribes:  

‘A hearing of the foreigner is not necessary’8 (§50(4) AsylG, translated by author). 

As Camarero and Oliva describe it, this leads to ‘unexpected groups at [sic] unexpected places’ 

(2016: 93). The exact form of an asylum seeker’s accommodation is defined by two German 

laws, the Asylgesetz (AsylG §44-54) and the Asylbewerberleistungsgesetz (AsylbLG), 

alongside individual laws of the federal states/municipalities, which enjoy a lot of freedom. 

There are no nationwide regulations concerning, among other things, the shelters’ equipment. 

For example, residents* in Baden-Württemberg are legally entitled only to 4.5 square metres 

6 What exactly ‘rural’ means is difficult to define and has been filling scientific discussions for years. The diversity 

of countryside/suburban/rural/peripheral areas is immense, and individual places are often not comparable. In my 

definition of rural—keeping the scientific discussion in mind—I have focused on the descriptions of my research 

partners*, who see the rural as being represented above all by a lack of infrastructure and city centre accessibility. 

I am aware that this definition, like all others, can never include the full range of rural regions. 
7 The data presented derives from my anthropological activist research with male refugees in Brandenburg, 

Germany (2016-2018). 
8 Original: ‘Einer Anhörung des Ausländers bedarf es nicht.’ 
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of living space, but in Brandenburg they are entitled to five to six square metres, depending on 

the municipality, and in Saxony-Anhalt as much as seven square metres are usual. However, 

all community housing units have one thing in common: several residents share a room, a 

bathroom and a kitchen in an impersonal atmosphere under a special system of surveillance and 

order, which interferes deeply with the everyday life of the residents* (going forward, referred 

to as the characteristics of a total institution (Goffman 1961)). 

But living in a shelter is almost inevitable for refugees* in general since German legal 

requirements may dictate a refugee’s* place of residence. Germany is therefore one of the few 

countries in the European Union, along with Switzerland, the Netherlands and Luxembourg, 

which prescribes an asylum seeker’*s residence from their very first step onwards. In addition, 

there are other residence requirements, like Residenzpflicht or Wohnsitzauflage (often limited 

to only one municipality), which may also apply to people with residence permits. Furthermore, 

there is an opaque web of many other regulations concerning aspects such as the asylum-

process, work permits, or residence status that are practically impenetrable and often depend 

on the discretionary decisions of individual officials*.  

Here it becomes clear that a high level of specific knowledge is necessary to navigate 

safely in this system. In actual discourse, however, the refugee-individual is driven into a 

determined and dehumanised victim’s perspective due to a lack of knowledge transfer. Michael 

Achhammer and Sören Herbst (2014) therefore compare the state of refugees* in the German 

asylum system with Franz Kafka’s novel ‘The Trial’ and emphasise the ‘institutional foreign 

control over an individual’ resulting from a ‘practice of organised embezzlement’ 

(Achhammer/Herbst 2014: 213 and 218, translated by author). It also becomes clear that space 

and place are not a matter of choice but an imposed requirement that must be fulfilled if one 

wishes to continue applying for asylum. But as we saw, different spaces also hold different 

local obstacles. Many refugees* are accommodated in rural areas in accordance with the above-

mentioned distribution quotas. The resulting decentralised imposed living conditions have a 

considerable impact on the refugees’* daily lives and their opportunities for social participation. 

Above all, structural factors in rural areas, such as the often-difficult situation in the labour and 

housing markets, play an important role here as well (Weidinger/Kordel/Pohl 2017).  

Brandenburg—one of Germany’s largest states in terms of area—is quite a special case 

as immigration has been rare there since GDR times: the former Eastern German states in 

general had fallen sharply below average regarding the proportion of foreigners before 2015, 
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with about 4% (in comparison, the average in Western German states was between 18% to 

27%) (MASFG 2017, Vertovec). This changed dramatically in 2015, when Brandenburg took 

in over 25,000 refugees* at once9. But the state also faces a lot of socioeconomic problems. 

Unemployment rates and churn rates are far above German average; election results mainly 

favour the left and right political margins; right-wing extremist, xenophobic attacks on 

refugees* and shelters are sadly overrepresented (DIW 2018, Verfassungsschutzbericht 2006, 

Weiss 2018). In addition, infrastructure development, i.e., hospitals, public transport, leisure 

opportunities, digital development, etc., is low or sometimes even non-existent. However, the 

bureaucratic processes of the total institution asylum system (Achhammer/Herbst 2014) require 

of the refugee* permanent participation and personal appearances in different institutions, most 

of which are located in larger cities. In addition, there is the everyday life in the shelter, aptly 

described by Vicky Täubig (2006), which is designed entirely like Goffman’s total institution 

(1961) in the manner of an ‘asylum’ that leaves the individual hardly any scope for personal 

development.  

Voices from the Field: Captives of a Lost time – Zereshki’s10 

and Nili’s stories 

What does living in shelters in rural areas in Brandenburg look and feel like for an individual? 

To answer this question, in addition to my own observations, I will present the experiences of 

two participants in my fieldwork, Zereshki and Nili, who will be introduced shortly. Their 

stories are typical of a group of people who—as a research participant once described it to me—

are ‘trapped in a lost time’.  

Imagine that, after driving through quite a romantic landscape of canola fields, avenues, 

and meadows, you end up in a dark pine forest. The next human settlement, Kiefernhausen, is 

a small town with 3,600 inhabitants, and it and the next train station are about five kilometres 

away. At the end of a dark and muddy road, somewhere in the woods, simple houses surrounded 

by fences appear. The still operational military barrack actually also provided accommodation 

for over 500 soldiers and a home for over 180 male refugees from several countries.  

Visiting people inside this barracks involves passing several army checkpoints and 

gates, the shelter’s security staff, a memorial for men killed in action, and, frequently, troops of 

9 2014: around 6000, 2016: around 10 000, 2017: around 4500 (MASGF 2017) 
10 To ensure the protection of the participants, all names, identities, and places of residence (Waldstadt, Feldnitz...), 

have been anonymised by the author. I adhered to the moral codes of DGVSKA/DGV (2009) and AAA (1998). 
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soldiers doing their physical training. It involves dealing with weak or no phone signal on top 

of the state’s ban on equipping shelters with Wi-Fi. It involves journeys of four to five hours to 

reach the next district centre in order to attend to the required bureaucratic processes (e.g. 

visiting the immigration authority to extend a stay).  

The shared space inside the shelter is separated by a camouflage fence bearing warnings 

not to enter the military side. Next to them, entire walls are festooned with illustrated 

instructions. No open fire. No photography. Nightly curfew at ten pm. Schematic drawings of 

how to separate domestic refuse, wash dishes, perform personal hygiene.  

By the beginning of 2016, the shelter is overcrowded. Up to five people share a room, 

total strangers who often do not even share a language. Bunk beds are squeezed into small 

spaces, obscuring the windows so that hardly any light enters the otherwise barely furnished 

room. A stranger seldom arrives in such remote places—and so contact with German people 

also remains absent, since volunteers often concentrate on shelters in their (urban) 

neighbourhoods.  

Most of the time, I was the only German person to see the residents, alongside the social 

workers and officials. Even today I remember feeling an excessive desire to integrate these 

people, who were then—and for the most part still are now, even two years later—bound by 

the asylum procedure which only guarantees them a participation in a language or integration 

course after a positive decision from the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF). 

It was here that I first met Nili, a bright young man from Afghanistan, twenty-three 

years old when we met, who had left his family and small child in a war region. When this 

shelter was closed, Nili was transferred overnight to another shelter in Feldnitz, a very small 

collection of houses between fields and meadows with around 150 German inhabitants and 

around 100 refugees* in a shelter that used to be a former LPG11. He told me that everything 

got even worse there. Because of where the shelter was, with very poor connections, and the 

usual legal requirements —already described above— he faced, Nili was condemned to stay in 

the shelter all times. In between coping with the boredom and the haunting memories of 

traumatic events he underwent whilst fleeing and in his homeland, he tried to find work and to 

study German. In the following interview excerpt, he describes how much this situation 

weighed him down:  

‘I can’t think, I feel bad, too…. I am really feeling bad, have been for two weeks, I couldn’t go 

to school because I am not well. […] I think about everything, not only Afghanistan, but 

11 An LPG was a collective farm in the former German Democratic Republic. 
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everything, here, what shall I do here? Why do I live? I don’t have any energy. I am only staying 

at home […] Sometimes I open the window, then close it; looking outside at the street, and all I 

see is three horses, nothing else.’ (Interview with the author, April 2018, translated by author)12. 

Whereas Zereshki’s despair stemmed from a different set of factors. Zereshki was an ambitious 

young Kurdish man from Iran (he was twenty-five when we met), who for about two years lived 

with another 300 refugees* in a shelter in Waldstadt, a little municipality of around 10,000 

inhabitants. He was most afflicted by the continual heteronomy he faced in his everyday life as 

an asylum seeker and later, when his request was rejected. He always desperately tried to be ‘a 

good human being’ and a ‘good refugee’, as he described it, which to him meant learning 

German very fast, volunteering in community service, trying to find work to earn money so as 

not to be dependent on state support, as well as establishing contacts with German people and 

trying to move from the shelter. During these attempts he had to accept setbacks over and over 

again, which often threw him far back in his motivation and led to high levels of frustration and 

resignation. He often complained that he felt that whenever refugees* made a special effort to 

meet governmental and social demands, to ‘integrate themselves’, the German system would 

not reward them but instead treat them more harshly than the ‘lazy’ others. What usually 

remained for him was the unattainable longing for the city; a paradisiacal place where 

everything would be better: 

‘To be in the shelter […] well, for me it is very difficult to live in that tiny village, there is nothing 

like restaurants or cinema […] and then it is very expensive. That’s one thing; the other thing is 

all the eyes… How they look at me strangely. I can’t go there, I don’t want to be there […]  And 

in the shelter, I can’t sleep, there are a lot of people, some are awake the whole night, and I can’t 

sleep, not even with earphones […]. Only sometimes we go to the city, sometimes even to 

Brandenburg an der Havel, to shop or just to watch people on the streets, just another human 

being… and see how people are here (in Germany). What are their cities like? I can remember 

that one of us had a German friend from Düsseldorf, they met in Cos, Greece […]. He invited 

our mate to Berlin for one day […] and he came back and told us about Berlin. He said, he saw 

so many people on the street […]. We listened and thought: This can only be a dream!’ (Interview 

with the author, February 2018, translated by author). 

12 All interview excerpts were linguistically slightly revised for better legibility. 
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Living on the Edge - Spatial Dimensions of Exclusion and 

Stigmatisation   

What becomes clear in my research is the variety of feelings of anger, resignation, loneliness, 

grief and fear experienced by the refugees* as ‘captives of a lost time’ living on the edge. One 

feels the deep lack of social recognition and contact. The refugees* I interviewed feel stuck in 

in-between-states and part of a self-fulfilling prophecy. While the deeply desire a stage of 

affiliation, they feel that the authorities are actively preventing them from reaching it. This leads 

not only to tremendous frustration but also to deep feelings of being useless, powerless, and 

meaningless, as well as a sense of self-estrangement. They experience a strong feeling of 

alienation or anomie (after Durkheim 1897), a loss of connectedness to their surroundings. The 

shelters and the rural areas become an image of these feelings; they become a surreal place 

trapped in a lost time, like its inhabitants, and they become spaces of mutual negotiation and 

elaboration of those same feelings.  

In addition, different dimensions of spatial exclusion arise. On the first level, it is the 

physical boundaries that define entry and exit possibilities: the forest, the fence, the 

decentralisation and lack of accessibility in the area in general, the surveillance by security 

services.  

On the second level are the precise rules in the homes themselves, which have an 

exclusionary impact constructed as a typical ‘asylum’ (after Goffman 1961) and thus as total 

institutions in which a strict set of rules structures everyday life—vividly symbolised by the 

plethora of signs on the wall. The permanent monitoring of compliance with these rules (and 

punishment for non-compliance) leaves little room for individual scope. All surveys show that 

it is not only a feeling of foreign control, but a system of hierarchies and power relations that is 

clearly visible in the structure of daily life (Täubig 2006). Giorgio Agamben, already quoted at 

the beginning of this essay, therefore called shelters the ‘most absolute biopolitical spaces’ 

(Agamben 2006: 40), developing Foucault’s theory of biopower (Foucault 1977).   

On a third level, refugees* struggle with the requirements of the German migration 

regime in general, such as being banned from language or integration classes, the residence 

requirements, and not being allowed to work on top of having to comply with the time-

consuming bureaucratic asylum process and to fight with authorities, which are mostly 

perceived as unfair and biased. Just the simple fact of not being a resident of this country limits 

their social access to the extreme. As studies show, the total institution ‘migration regime’ also 
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directly intervenes in individual life (see for example Achhammer/Herbst 2014). Based on these 

provisions, refugees* are forced to languish permanently in the first two dimensions.  

All three dimensions also affect refugees* in urban areas to varying degrees. The 

challenges of rural areas, however, have an unpleasant interaction with the first three 

dimensions. The rural area reinforces this alienation through sheer space. Remoteness becomes 

a driving factor, as the shelter becomes the only place to be because of the poor infrastructure 

and housing market, the mood against refugees* and so on. However, this system also works 

the other way around as the migration regime, for example by means of residence requirement, 

keeps refugees* in their assigned place of residence even after they have received asylum. There 

is hardly any escape from this vicious circle consisting of various spatial spheres of oppression. 

In the case of Brandenburg’s rural areas, however, a fourth dimension of exclusion must 

be added. As it has been emphasised to me by the authorities in several informal talks, the 

remote, poorly-equipped accommodation that ‘shelters’ refugees* was also used as a 

‘punishment’. To the regret of the shelter administration, the so-called ‘problem cases’, such as 

refugees* with ‘bad prospects of staying’ (schlechte Bleibeperspektive), refugees* who had 

been refused, or refugees* who had become ‘conspicuous’, were sent specifically to shelters 

like the one in Feldnitz. Behind this move is the idea and the political ambition to make it as 

uncomfortable as possible for refugees*, who will probably soon be rejected and may have to 

leave the country. No investment of any kind is planned for them, and they should even be 

instilled with the wish to leave the country voluntarily before the end of the proceedings. This 

is also evident, for example, from the fact that the refugees* with whom I spoke were presented 

with a multi-page document on ‘voluntary return’ every time they extended their stay at the 

Immigration Office (Ausländerbehörde). This marginalisation and non-investment are 

symbolised by spatial marginalisation which is achieved by accommodating people in shelters 

in rural areas, complete with the known barriers to social participation. The fourth and last 

dimension thus consists of ‘gated spaces’, spaces of stigmatisation through place. This 

stigmatisation begins with the ascription of the label ‘refugee’ (Behrends 2018), which marks 

the human being as an ‘asylum inmate’ (Goffman 1961) and part of a total institution, or after 

Agamben (2002) as ‘homo sacer’, the rightless person in a system of exclusion. In the current 

situation, this designation functions as a ‘scarlet letter’ since it clearly marks ‘the other and the 

foreign’ and ascribes fewer rights (such as denial of freedom of movement or the right to vote) 

and special obligations (such as residence requirements, work permits, etc.) to it. According to 

Agamben, shelters are turning into the epitome of this designation and the concomitant absence 
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of rights. But this organised stigmatisation reaches its peak when deliberate unequal treatment 

through accommodation in rural areas is accepted and even used as a systematic push factor. 

Conclusion 

I have shown that accommodation in shelters in rural areas becomes a symbol of stigmatisation 

through space. However, it should be stressed that it is not the rural areas per se that represent 

barriers to integration. Such a generalisation would be impossible to make, simply because of 

the diversity of barriers to integration. But made visible in Brandenburg’s case, the challenges 

that rural areas in general face have a particularly unfortunate effect in combination with the 

exclusionary measures of the German migration regime. They play a particularly oppressive 

role as they are deliberately used as punishment and push factors for refugees* who are 

obviously not welcome. Furthermore, it is also important to note that a system not only shapes 

individuals and their experiences, but that people always have power to act within the system. 

Thus, refugees* are developing different strategies for resistance and coping. These strategies 

can range from complete denial and insurrection to resignation and frustration. Among other 

things, I experienced a very ‘spatial’ form of resistance when a refugee meticulously painted 

the walls and ceiling of his room which were supposed to stay pure brilliant white…. 

uNevertheless, this ‘organised disintegration’ (Täubig: 2006) through space not only 

structurally limits social access but also determines the future chances of human beings. We 

must be aware that for most refugees*, this kind of treatment is the first response they receive 

from a country that might become their new home and in which they should integrate. Because 

as the current situation shows, the fugitives in Feldnitz have not yet been deported, as was 

originally assumed by the state: they are still there, Nili, Zereshki, and my other research 

acquaintances. Most of them are in court appeals against the decision by the Federal Office for 

Migration and Refugees (BAMF), and they will probably stay there for at least for the next few 

years until their cases are closed.  

In my view and learning from my findings, an end must be put to systemic (spatial) 

marginalisation. What are we afraid of? Migration and integration always cause and require 

social change. In my opinion, integration therefore means giving refugees* the opportunity for 

social participation. It also means enabling and empowering German society to let refugees* 

participate. Integration, participation and inclusion are processes that require effort from both 

sides. 
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