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Abstract

This doctoral thesis builds upon long-term and predominantly single-
sited ethnographic fieldwork conducted with Chechen and Ingush
asylum seekers in one particular asylum centre in Eastern Poland
between 2007 and 2009. It is concerned with some of the processes
that constitute what some scholars have regarded as the unsettled and
uprooted identity of refugees. Acknowledging that the thing that all
immigrants from the North Caucasus had in common was the fact that
their lives had been dramatically affected by the post-socialist Russo-
Chechen wars, | consider war and displacement to be extreme
disruptive events. Focusing on refugees’ voices, their narratives, life
stories, utterances, paintings, but also silences, | examine the variety of
ways in which these subjects attempted to make sense of a world,
which had been radically changed by violence. Besides, the thesis does
not overlook that refugee identity is also produced through the
historically specific institutional practices and discourses of those who
take part in political and humanitarian intervention. After delineating
the way in which the notion ‘refugee’ was constructed in post-socialist
Poland, | describe this political-legal construction as it existed and
reproduced itself in the context of everyday life. Last, | consider the
way in which these definitions became part of refugees’ lived
experiences. Describing the people | encountered in the field—mostly
refugees but also low-level bureaucrats, social workers, teachers, or
local inhabitants of the surrounding urban and economically deprived
neighbourhood—this doctoral thesis explores how violent disruption

becomes integrated in the everyday life of victims of war and



displacement within a specific political, socio-economic and historical

setting.
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Glossary of Chechen and Russian Terms

borz — wolf, the symbol of Chechen nationalists
da, den da — father, grandfather

do’zal — a Chechen traditional family

dottagh, kunak — close friend

geranging, rodstevniki (Ru.) — relatives

jamaat — a group of men who share common religious and sometimes

also military interest
jisha - sister

Kadyrovtsy — Chechen paramilitary units loyal to Kadyrov, the pro-

Russian president

khant, dik khant — good boy, son
mehkh khel, khel — council of the elders
Nakh, Vainakh — ours, our people

nana - mother

nokhcho — a man who behaves according to Vainakh ethic and moral

norms

siloviki (Ru.) — members of Russian military and security services



stag, vokkha stag — an old respected man, an authority. The opposite of
stag is muzhik (Ru.), a vulgar man who drinks and disrespects others

teip - clan
tsa - a house, the traditional residence of Chechen patriarchal family

vasha — brother



Preface

The people whose experiences | analyse in this doctoral thesis and who
| call here Chechen, Chechen-Ingush or Vainakh refugees had fled to
the European Union either from Chechnya or Ingushetia, the republics
which both geographically belong to the region of the North Caucasus.
Others also came from the Northern Dagestan, which politically is, like

Chechnya and Ingushetia, nowadays a federal subject of Russia.

Delineated by the Black Sea, the Caucasian Mountains, the Caspian Sea,
and the Russian plains, this region, as Bruce Grant emphasises, is
especially famous for its cultural pluralism, and the divisions and
conflicts connected to the numerous waves of foreign interventions
and colonisations that have occurred in the North Caucasus over the
centuries (Grant, Brides, Brigands and Fire-Bringers: Notes towards
Historical Ethnography of Pluralism, 2007, p. 47). The most recent
open conflict in the North Caucasus, as it is well known, took the form
of two violent wars: the First Chechen-Russian War (1994-1996) and
the Second Chechen-Russian War. The latter had two phases, the war-
phase (1999-2000) and the insurgency phase (2000-2009). It is believed
that more than 200,000 people died in the wars. Hundreds of
thousands ordinary people, ethnic Chechens and Russians, and people

of other nationalities were dispossessed and displaced.

It was especially after the outbreak of the second war in 1999, the war
which lingered on in the form of an anti-terrorist operation until at
least 2009, that tens of thousands of people who speak Russian and

Nakh languages, ethnic Chechens and Ingushes, started to flee from the



ISt

area to the European Union (EU). In the first decade of the 21 century
they became one of the fastest growing diasporas not only in the EU
but also in the Old Continent as a whole. Since most Chechen-Ingush
refugees have no other option but to travel to the EU by land, Poland
was the first EU member state many of them entered. According to
the official statistics produced by Office for Foreigners in Poland (PI.
Urzqd do Spraw Cudzoziemcéw), between 2000 and 2009, almost
seventy thousand people applied for asylum in Poland. The same
statistics produced by the Poland’s Office for Foreigners also say that
more than sixty five thousand of these asylum seekers were the
holders of a Russian passport - i.e. the Vainakhs in the first decade of

the 21 century constituted the vast majority of refugees in this

Central European country.?

According to local reports on forced migration flows (Frelak, Klaus, &
Wisniewsky, 2007), however, most Chechen-Ingush refugees did not
want to stay in Poland and become a part of Polish society. This finding
is also reflected in the official statistics: many asylum processes, as the
numbers show, were terminated usually because the applicant had
emigrated from Poland to some other country. Nonetheless, as a part
of Poland’s accession to the European Union and the Schengen
Agreement, the country adopted the notorious EU asylum and
immigration regulations that do not allow asylum seekers to travel
freely across the national borders inside the territory of the

supranational state, the European Union.

As a result, Vainakh asylum seekers were pressured to stay. State

authorities re-directed them to accommodation facilities, most of

? The statistics can be found on the website of the Poland’s Office for Foreigners, http://udsc.gov.pl/
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which were situated in the eastern regions of the country. At the time
of my fieldwork, this was one of the poorest areas in the European
Union. In this thesis, | shall write about the experiences of Chechen
and Ingush refugees who, between August 2007 and December 2008,
lived in one of these asylum accommodation facilities in Eastern Poland.
In order to protect my research participants | will not reveal the exact

location where my fieldwork took place.

| arrived in this place | had chosen as my main field site in the middle of
the summer. At this point, | had not yet received permission to access
the asylum facility regularly for the following year and a half of field
research. Whilst my request was being considered, | decided to settle
temporarily in a student accommodation located approximately four
miles away from the neighbourhood. From there, | could commute to
Warszawa, a neighbourhood in the vicinity of the asylum centre, where
| could meet and talk with local people and refugees. | could also travel
to other cities and villages in Eastern Poland where other asylum

facilities were located.

While travelling to these other places, | visited another asylum centre
and talked to some of the refugees and state employees who were
there. This facility was situated at the outskirts of one particular village.
The two-storey structure was perhaps thirty years old. The building
was of a considerable size and surrounded by nothing else but fields of
rye. In the past, this site used to be a prison. When more refugees
began to apply for asylum in Poland, the services provided by this
facility changed. Nonetheless, the Polish Migration Office, which
became the new administrator of the site, did not seem to consider

necessary to dismantle the original barbed wire, the main security gate,
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and the security lights. The security cameras near the entrance were

never removed. This enabled guards to monitor residents.

The facility where | planned to conduct fieldwork was different as it
was located in the middle of an urban neighbourhood. The asylum
centre was a four-storey building. Its facade was painted in blue and
orange. The different colours divided the building into two parts.
During socialism, the building was a lodging house, which served the
needs of labour migrant workers. After 1989, the lodging house went
bankrupt. One part of the building was transformed into a block of flats
providing affordable housing for local socio-economically disadvantaged
people by the municipality. The other part was turned into a police
station shortly after socialism. In 1997, the building was rented to the
Office for Foreigners, which adapted it in order to provide

accommodation for around 170 asylum seekers.

There were more than fifty private rooms in the accommodation
centre. The rooms were double, triple, and quadruple. The equipment
of these rooms was scarce. Each room was furnished in the same way.
There was a simple wardrobe, a veneered table, plastic chairs, and an
iron bed. There was no sofa or curtains. None of the rooms were pre-
equipped with a fridge, an oven, a basin, or a lavatory. The bathrooms
and kitchens were communal. The corridors were noisy and smelly -
they smelled of a mixture of disinfectants and the odours from the
kitchens. No place inside the whole building provided residents with

some comfort and privacy.

The areas surrounding the asylum facility had been industrial areas even
before World War Il. There used to be industrial halls and also an

airport. But in the first half of the 1940s, as Poland came to be
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occupied by Nazi Germany, the neighbourhood became the site of a
large concentration camp and local communities were extinguished.
After the disruptions of World War |l, and with the advent of Soviet-
backed socialism and Stalin’s industrialisation drive, industrialisation and
modernisation returned to the city. As a part of the state’s economic
planning, several large factories were built and the neighbourhood was
further urbanised. Under communism, these factories used to provide
working opportunities for local inhabitants and immigrants from other
parts of Poland and also Ukraine. But when socialism fell, most of them
went bankrupt. During the 1990s and in the following decade, some
industrial halls and buildings gradually became dilapidated. Others were

transformed into workshops, second-hand shops, and car services.

Walking the streets of the neighbourhood in 2007 and 2008, | could
see some signs of new prosperity. For instance, there were a few
brand new supermarkets and shopping malls. Some blocks of flats had
also been reconstructed. From time to time, | noticed an expensive car
on the streets. Nonetheless, | made a note in my diary that what really
seem to thrive in the neighbourhood are small liquor stores (Pl
alkohole). | could see that there were always customers coming to
these shops. In other words, there may have been some signs of the
economic prosperity stimulated maybe by the accession of Poland to
the European Union. Yet, the urban neighbourhood remained

predominantly an area of severe socio-economic deprivation.
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Figure 3 - Hotel Pumis (at the back) and three blocks of flats built
during World War Il for the purpose of accommodating concentration
camp guards

A couple of weeks after my arrival in the field, | received the
permission to conduct the research. During the first couple of months
of fieldwork | tried to map the field and familiarise myself with different

actors, meanings, and relationships.

| soon learned that the number of refugees living in Hotel Pumis
exceeded the hotel’s capacity. In the autumn of 2007, Poland was about
to join the Schengen Zone. Many Chechens and Ingushes feared that it
would be even more difficult to escape to the European Union later, so
the influx escalated and Hotel Pumis provided shelter for more than

two hundred and twenty people. As well as Hotel Pumis, there was
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another asylum centre in the countryside. Other three hundred people
inhabited this facility. Besides, there were several dozen families who
had been granted either asylum or a tolerated stay permit and lived
elsewhere, in Christian sanctuaries, in rented accommodation, or as

homeless people in parks.

The refugee group in the whole city amounted to around six hundred
people. Talking to refugees, | found that most of them had fled from
the towns and villages in Chechnya, Ingushetia, or the Northern
Dagestan.* Only a few refugees | met had immigrated to Poland alone:
most of them were accompanied by their spouses, children, or other
relatives. Another thing | could not overlook was the fact that the
refugees whom | encountered seemed to be interconnected through
networks of kinship, friendship, and reciprocity. Many refugees had
previous experiences of displacement. They had usually spent some

time in the refugee camps of Ingushetia.

Some of these people fled from the rural areas of the North Caucasus,
others from the refugee camps in Ingushetia, and others from Grozny.
Several refugees | talked to had been in Poland before but emigrated
from there to Western Europe. Once in Western Europe, they were
deported back to Poland as they were subject to EU regulations, which
stipulate that asylum is to be applied for, and granted, at the first point
of entry. Most of refugees had finished either elementary or high
school. There were several university graduates. Before they
immigrated to Poland, some had worked in state institutions. Others

had been freedom fighters. Most of refugees, however, had not had any

* In Northern Dagestan, the area between Chechnya and Caspian Sea, there are settlements
inhabited by ethnic Chechens.
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long-term jobs. They had sustained themselves by turning their houses
and lands into small family farms, through seasonal jobs and trade, and

humanitarian support.

All of them had in common the fact that the post-socialist Russo-
Chechen Wars had dramatically affected their lives. | met many
refugees whose houses had been bombed. Many had lost their closest
relatives. Many parents feared for their children’s safety - after the
second war, in the North Caucasus, it was common for young men to
be targeted by the state security services. Many younger refugees, on
the other hand, were concerned about their parents’ fate, their
poverty, and their health. There were refugees who had been wounded
during the wars. Others had been imprisoned and tortured after 1999.
Conditions in prison were beyond any national or international law.
For instance, | met a man who had spent several months living in a hole
dug into the ground. Some women had been raped—I did not learn
many details about the women’s past because, due to my own
gendered identity, it was difficult for me to talk to the women openly

without male supervision.

From the discussions with the refugees, | learned that most of them
hesitated to stay in Poland for a long time. To some, Poland was too
‘Slavic’ or ‘socialist’ and reminded them of the conditions in Russia.
Others wanted to leave for economic, social, and family reasons.
France, Belgium, the Netherlands, or Sweden, they thought, would
have better economic opportunities for them and their children.
Besides, many had relatives and friends living in other EU countries.
However, the inhabitants of the accommodation centre were legally
deprived of their right to seek asylum in the other EU countries.

Moreover, asylum seekers were not allowed to work in Poland. Apart
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from free accommodation, they were only entitled to three meals per
day and a small sum of money: every adult was entitled to seventy
Zlotys per month and those with school-aged children were entitled to
two hundred and seventy Zlotys per month.’ In Poland, some worked
illegally. Others, unable to escape from traumatic memories, spent

most of their time inside their rooms.

The thing that all refugees whom | met in the field shared in common
was the fact that their lives had been deeply marked by the post-
socialist Russo-Chechen Wars, the complex and chaotic ethno-
nationalist, military, and communal violence unleashed in the North
Caucasus after the dissolution of the USSR as well as by the political
terror that accompanied the restoration of the Russian order in the
region after 1999. Writing about turbulent historical moments in post-
colonial India, similar to the Russo-Chechen wars in their violent
nature, Veena Das sees them as ‘critical events’, enormous disruptions
in the public world capable of radically changing traditional categories
and of bringing new forms into daily life (Das, 1996, p. 6). Drawing
inspiration from this study, | propose to depict the Russo-Chechen

Wars as such critical events.

In social anthropology, a growing number of ethnographic studies
explore, in various different ways, sudden eruptions of violence in
public and communal worlds (Daniel, 1996; Das, 2007; Das V. ,
Kleinman, Lock, & Reynolds, 2001; Das, Kleinman, Ramphele, &
Reynolds, 2000; Jackson, 2002; Kwon, 2008; Loizos, 1981; Skultans,

> In 2008, one zloty was equal to approximately twenty British pennies. A loaf of bread cost 1.50
zlotys, butter 3.50 zlotys, | litre of milk 2.50 zlotys, |kg of sugar 2.50 zlotys, |kg of potatoes | zloty,

| yogurt 1.50 zlotys, a box of tea 10 zlotys, lkg of bananas 4 zlotys.
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1998). Instead of describing and analysing these dramatic historical
events as such, these studies concern themselves with how the
violence is ‘actualised’ in a sense that it is both produced and
consumed by the subjects and, last but not least, with how the ordinary
people affected by violence, attempt to make sense of or re-create the
world damaged or destroyed. Based on my reading of anthropological-
ethnographic research among the Chechen-Ingush refugees who had
fled from the North Caucasus because of the conflict, | elaborate on
this approach: this thesis is an ethnographic analysis of the complex

transactions between subjectivity, violence, and everyday life.

But social anthropology also offers different approaches to the
understanding of refugee migrant subjectivity or identity. Some scholars
share the view that what is nowadays considered by academics,
intellectuals, politicians, and/or humanitarian workers as the universal
human condition of traumatising loss and change may in fact be seen as
an idea that has been created and nurtured by the institutions that are
responsible for refugees. These scholars propose that researchers
should pay attention to the way in which this notion is produced and
enacted through various discursive and institutional domains (De
Genova, 2002; De Genova & Peutz, 2010; Fassin, 2012; Fassin &
Pandolfi, 2010; Fassin & Rechtman, 2009; Jansen, 2006; 2007; Malkki,
1995; 1996).

In this thesis, | have decided to follow also this approach. Building upon
research conducted in Polish archives and libraries as well as on
fieldwork data collected during the initial period of my research, the
first part of the thesis outlines the way in which ‘refugee’ identity-
experience has been constructed in the post-socialist Poland through

asylum-immigration policies of the national-Polish and the
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supranational-European states. | also consider how this construction,
or notion, manifested itself in the daily life of people from the asylum
centre: this knowledge will later help me to explore how the
ambivalent asylum-immigration policies framed and shaped the lived

experiences of the Chechen-Ingush refugees.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Violent Disruptions, Asylum, and
Everyday Life

At a cul-de-sac, midway between the centre of a historical city near the
eastern border of Poland and the industrial areas on the city’s
outskirts, there is a shabby block of flats constructed, like most such
buildings in Central-Eastern Europe, out of concrete panels. Large
letters inscribed on the northern wall of the block spell out the name
‘HOTEL PUMIS. No tourist or business traveller seeks
accommodation in this neighbourhood, which locals have nicknamed as
the ‘Bronx’. This place provides shelter to travellers of another kind;
those who are not allowed to move freely across territorial-national
boundaries. Near the main entrance, there is a small metallic plate,
which says in Polish, English, and Russian languages: ‘Centre for Aliens

Applying for Refugee Status.’

The four-storey building casts a shadow on the muddy front yard,
protecting a man and a group of children who play with toy daggers
and rifles against the sunlight. The man’s eyes are fixed on a house on
the opposite side of the street. From time to time, the man rebukes
the children, in a guttural voice, for being too noisy. Most of the time,
however, he remains obsessed with the house: it perhaps evokes
memories of his own home, which he had lost. After a while, a woman
carrying two full shopping bags and dressed in a flowery skirt, upper
garment and a scarf passes the bench and enters the building. The

woman heads to a small and barely equipped room. She puts the bags
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on the floor and takes a broom into her hands. She works without
rest. This daily routine helps her not to think about her brother, who
was arrested in the North Caucasus and has been missing since; or
about her grandmother, who had become too frail to live without any
support, and whom she had to abandon because her husband was

persecuted and had to flee Chechnya.

Refugee Identity

In this section, | introduce Chechen-Ingush refugees and the form of
identities and relationships | encountered while living in the asylum
centre. In order to do so, | draw a comparison with Frances Pine’s
ethnographic study of Gdrale (Pine, 1999; 2000) and with Michael
Steward’s ethnographic study of Hungarian Gypsies (Stewart, 1997;
1999). At the end, | outline a theoretical and methodological approach,
which, | suggest, may contribute to the understanding of the way in

which the refugees’ identities were formed.

The Inside and the Outside

In her ethnographic studies of Goérale, Frances Pine (1999; 2000) writes
about the identities of these peasants in the Carpathian mountains,
about how they were structured alongside different social and
economic worlds: the world inside and the world outside their villages
and rural communities. In the context of daily village life, Pine argues,
Goérale valued self-sufficiency, collective morality, and strong reciprocal
bonds between families and houses. The inside of the Gorale

community is considered to be the opposite of the outside world, the
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world of the market and migration, where Gérale did not act as
peasants incorporated into a very local economy but rather as skilful
individual labourers and traders. In a similar manner, Michael Stewart,
who conducted research in a Hungarian town inhabited by extremely
poor Romani groups in the 1980s, shows that Gypsies divided the
world into inside and outside of the ghetto. According to Steward, this
was related to the way the town perceived the Gypsy settlement as
dirty, uncivilised, and barbaric. In response to this view, Stewart
explains, Gypsies publicly called themselves brothers. Being sensitive to
the dishonesty and hypocrisy of the majority, Stewart’s Gypsies also
purposely dressed in particular kinds of clothes and performed other
cultural practices, which clearly distinguished them from GadZos, who
constituted the majority of the population in the town (Stewart, 1997,
pp. 27-49). It seems to me that Chechen-Ingush refugees were similar
to both the Goérale studied by Frances Pine and the Hungarian Gypsies
studied by Michael Steward. The identities of Chechen-Ingush refugees
were also framed alongside two different worlds: the world inside
Hotel Pumis, which they saw as their own autonomous territory, and

the ‘dangerous and immoral’ world outside of the asylum centre.

Soon after | started doing fieldwork | accidentally became a witness to
a conflict between some of the refugees and the asylum
accommodation centre administrator over the presence of Polish and
Ukrainian speaking strangers in the area of the building. These
strangers were workers who were hired to repair a damaged road in
the neighbourhood. Since the company that hired the workers did not
provide lavatories for them, their foreman had made a deal with the
building administrator that allowed his men to use the communal

lavatories in Hotel Pumis. In the hot summer weather, the hard-
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working men often entered the building without T-shirts. This
triggered a strong feeling of discontent among the refugees. | was
surprised when | saw one male refugee rushing into the administrator’s
office and yelling that she must ‘immediately stop half-naked strangers
from using their lavatories.’” The man seemed to be furious with the
administrator-bureaucrat. He said that if no action were taken, he
would call the media and tell the whole world that Poland was not
meeting Chechen rights to have proper, clean and acceptable

accommodation.

Another similar incident happened when two local women wanted to
use the public phone, which was installed at the entrance of the hotel,
between the private and communal sphere and the public world. When
they entered Hotel Pumis, the women paid no attention to several
Chechen men who were standing nearby. The men felt insulted by this
lack of respect. One of them told the women that they were ‘bitches’
and they were not allowed to use the phone whenever they wanted to.
The women began to protest loudly about the men’s behaviour. This
further increased the tension. The men grabbed the women and
forcibly removed them from the asylum centre. It was impossible to
enter the asylum centre without noticing the refugee men. | soon
learned that | was expected to greet every man and shake everyone’s
hand whenever | visited the hotel. Some would invite me as a guest for
a tea (Ru. zakhodi v gost’) and if | refused the men felt, or at least

pretended to be, insulted.

In Poland, many refugees worked illegally. They harvested, worked in
construction and at the bazaars. The men often travelled to distant
places in Poland for work, staying there for days or even weeks.

Women, on the other hand, usually overwhelmed by housework and
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childcare, would travel only to other parts of the city or to the
surrounding countryside. It is, of course, difficult to draw a clear line
between male and female work. At work, refugees were often
confronted with racist comments and behaviour. They had to
constantly negotiate their rights and needs. In the asylum centre, they
knew other refugees would help their relatives if needed. Refugee
women, for instance, helped each other, either reciprocally or for a

small sum of money, with childcare.

In front of the entrance of Hotel Pumis, there was a bench, which was
often occupied by some of the men. Refugee women rarely sat there.
Before anyone entered the building, it was necessary to register with
the security guard. But the most important thing was to wish refugees
a good day (Chech. de dik doila), to shake everyone’s hand and to ask
whether everything at home was fine, how their wives and sons were
doing, or whether they needed anything. It was necessary to spend a
while with the men. If a stranger overlooked these men, this would
probably result in a skirmish. But if one paid attention to the refugee
men, it became very easy to access almost every inhabitant of the
asylum centre. Refugees often talked to each other in the corridors.
They frequently visited each other in their private rooms. Everyone

was glad to invite a guest to drink tea.’

¢ It should be noted here that, with regards to Chechens and Ingushes elsewhere in Europe, | did
not encounter a distinction between inside and outside worlds. In September 2008, | went to visit a
particular Chechen family in Paris. This family, a mother and her two sons, used to live in the
asylum centre where | did my research. In December 2007, however, they emigrated from Poland
to France. Even though the mother applied for asylum in France again, she was luckily not deported
back to the EU member state where she submitted her first asylum application. Instead, the French

authorities decided to take her asylum application into consideration.
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Lovzar

The analogy between Goérale and Chechen-Ingush refugees can be
developed in many interesting ways. For instance, in Kinship, gender and
work in socialist and post-socialist rural Poland Pine (2000) looks at a
particular wedding that she attended in the 1990s, after the fall of the
Iron Curtain. Pine conceptualises wedding as a significant ritual event
that in the context of the daily village life reflects and reinforces the
ideologies of kinship, gender, and generation that underpin house and
community identity and social personhood. By describing the wedding
she attended, Pine untangles the changing roles of Godrale house in the
context of larger political and socio-economic transformations during
post-socialism: her argument is that even though it became less
relevant as the centre for the ‘correct’ moral order of family, gender,
and generation, yet Gorale house remained at the core of Godrale
identities both in terms of political economy and ritual metaphor. It
seems to me that the Chechen-Ingush temporary households in Hotel
Pumis, like in the case of the peasants from the Carpathian mountains,
may be perceived as the centre for the moral order for family, gender,

and generation.

In Paris, this family lived in a single en-suite room of a budget hotel situated in a quiet street, within
walking distance from Brochant metro station. When | arrived to this place, it was very easy for me
to enter the building. First, | called the elder son. | told him that | was standing in front of the
entrance doors. He came downstairs and he said to the receptionist that | was a family friend. |
registered at the hotel as a visitor. Then, | went to the fourth floor with him, passing through the
empty corridors, closed doors, and rooms inhabited, | was told later, by refugees from Armenia and
Africa. | entered room 405. My hosts were expecting me. A couple of minutes later, a man whom |
did not know entered the room. He was introduced to me: and | was told he belonged to the

family.
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During fieldwork, | participated in similar ‘ritual events.’ In what
follows, | provide an ethnography of a particular ritual at which | was a
guest, a celebration organised a father in his thirties on the occasion of
the birth of his child. The child was the man’s second son. After he
returned from the hospital, he told me that he would like to celebrate
this big event properly, in the way people in the North Caucasus do. |
offered to help with the organisation of the event and the man agreed.
The first thing he explained to me was that the event should welcome
everyone who visited the communal room in the asylum centre, where
the celebration was to be held. | asked him whether he would have
invited people if his wife had given birth to a girl. His response was that
he would have not, since, in Chechnya, the birth of a girl is usually

celebrated privately.

First, we went to the third floor, where we entered a room and the
father had a friendly talk with a man who lived together with his wife,
her sister, and the children there. After we left the room, he explained
to me that the man belonged to Umarovy and that for this reason,
everyone in the household were his relatives. After, we visited another
room. Who lived in this room was a particular man, his wife, their
children, and another young man, who was a relative of the man who
organised the celebration. The young man belonged to the father’s teip.
He thus personally invited all these people who lived in the household

to the celebration.

There was another reason why the father visited all these people. As
he was expected to provide food and drinks for guests, the celebration
would cost him money. It was common for every household-family

who lived in the asylum centre to contribute with a small sum of
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money to events such as this.” However, close kin usually provided
most financial support. Despite the fact that the father certainly had the
power to decide how the money would be spent, the money was not
given directly to him but to a woman, in this case his wife’s friend, as
the man’s wife was still in hospital. It was the woman who collected the
money, went to the supermarket, and, together with a few other
refugee women, took care of the catering. The father took care of the

guests.

At the celebration, the guests danced lovzar, a traditional dance known
throughout the North Caucasus region. In this dance many people
stand in a circle and clap their hands in rhythm with the accordion and
drums, while a couple of dancers, a man and a woman, sway and twirl
in the middle. The people from the North Caucasus believe that lovzar
is a form of communication in which every gesture, move, and look has
its own meaning and a dance that helps dancers to reveal what they
feel and who they are in public. Lovzar is wonderfully described by
Milana Terloeva, a Chechen writer, in her book Dancing on Ruins. A

Chechen Youth.

In the communal room, the circle was formed spontaneously soon
after the first guests came. First, children played their games in the

middle of the circle. Soon, an adult man jumped in and the ‘serious’

7 If the money were not spent as it was expected, the community acted. One of the mothers who
lived in the asylum centre lost one of her children. After the death, her relatives, who lived in
Belgium, sent her money so she could mourn properly the loss of her child. Many refugees, who
lived in the asylum centre, also financially contributed. However, the woman’s husband was an
alcoholic. He stole the money and later abandoned her. After the man stole the money, the refugee
community looked after the mother. When her husband was found, he was judged by the other

men and later, brutally beaten.
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dance began. Initially, the man danced alone. Only after a little while, an
authoritative hand gesture invited one of the women to join the dance.
The couple spent a couple of minutes dancing together. Afterwards,
the woman returned to the circle. The man followed her soon after.
Another man jumped into the middle of the crowd and selected
another female partner. The guests continued dancing in this way over

the following hour and a half.

The way in which women danced the lovzar was very different from the
way in which men performed it. While dancing in the middle, each
female dancer was rather reserved. They did look in a straight
direction, moving like ballerinas. At times | had the impression that the
female dancers hovered one inch above the ground. Unlike the women,
each man danced in fast steps. The men often fell to their knees and
quickly stood up again. Whenever the female accompanied them, men’s
performance became even more exuberant: they skittered quickly,
shaking their bodies and waving their hands wildly. One of the men

even turned a somersault.

The men and women who were in the circle also presented themselves
distinctively. According to the rules women must stand separately from
men. This rule was strictly respected. There was also a particular man
who held a stick and, gently but firmly, hit everyone who could possibly
transgress the boundary of the circle. Also, from time to time, a male
dancer invited a woman, who was much older than him, to the dance.
Nonetheless, the dance was never initiated by a woman inviting a man.
Perhaps the most important rule was that the male dancer should
never touch the woman. Whenever this was about to happen, the
crowd, disturbed and at the same time excited, started to shout loudly:

‘Assal Assal’
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Shared Things and Identity

But Chechen-Ingush refugees may be further compared also to the
marginalised Gypsies who lived for the moment described by Michael
Steward (1997; 1999). These groups understood the household to be
rather a source of oppression, due to its permanent nature and the
hierarchies  associated with long-term  responsibilities  and
commitments. They thus refused the idea that the household was the
place where the true moral substance of their identities resided. To
illustrate my point, in the following lines, | show the meanings
attributed to the variety of things owned, used, and shared by the

refugees.

Refugees had access to a variety of things. For instance, they had
electric ovens, fridges, washing machines, or furniture, which had been
provided by the state. Everyone, who was officially registered as a
resident of the asylum centre, had the right to use these things. Other
things such as clothes, food, cigarettes, computers, televisions, cars,
and also money were either bought or distributed to refugees. These
were seen as personal or family possessions. Even if the owners of
these things were able to claim property rights against the others and
the others generally accepted this, there was a certain expectation
among refugees that personal and family possessions may be accessed

and used also by the wider community.

Some of the things, which were often claimed by others in the
community, were for instance clothes, food, or cigarettes. Similarly, |
was often given food, conserves, milk, cheese, or tea. When giving me

food, refugees often stressed that, as we were friends (Chech. dottagh),
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they felt obliged to give these items to me. But other valuable
possessions such as TVs, mobile phones, or Hi-Fi equipment also
circulated among the refugees. For instance, | once noticed that a Hi-Fi
system, which had belonged to a particular man, appeared once in
another room. The previous owner of the stereo, as everyone knew,
was about to leave for Paris. Knowing that he was going to leave,
another person often visited and talked to the man. In the end the Hi-
Fi system became his, though he would give it away to a friend after a

couple of months.

Ideas about sharing were also applied, to some extent, to money. For
instance, one particular man, father of three children, lent 300 Euros to
another man who lived in the asylum centre. Before he immigrated to
Poland, the lender had not known the person who borrowed the
money. The lender, like most refugees, economically struggled. He did
not have any stable source of income. He had to soon leave the asylum
centre. It was very likely that the borrower would not be able to
return the money soon. But when the father borrowed the money to
the other man, the gesture was recognized and appreciated by other
Chechens who then referred to him as ‘a proper man’ (Chech. dik

stag). He improved his social status by giving things away.

Chechen families, households, and individuals generally acknowledged
and respected others’ right to own and use personal and family
possessions. Despite the fact that many had their own sources of
income, and this income was usually distributed inside the household,
and that the household was usually the first place where refugees
searched for financial help in times of acute need, personal and family
possessions were still expected to be shared with the whole refugee

community. Many refugees often expressed publicly their willingness to
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share their personal possessions with other refugees. Sentences such
as ‘you look depressed, do you want me to give you something? were

often used in daily conversations.

That some refugees hid their possessions further emphasised that
sharing was something widely expected by members of the community.
For instance, | was once asked by one of my Chechen friends, whether
he could use my passport to get money from his relatives who lived in
France. His relatives wanted to send him money via Western Union
and he did not have a valid ID. Without my passport he would have
not been able to collect the money. We went to the bank, took the
money out, and bought cigarettes. When we returned to the asylum
centre we saw another group of refugee men. When my friend noticed
the men, he asked me not to tell them that he had the money and that
he had bought cigarettes. He explained that if the men found out, they
would want them and, since he was younger than them, he would not

be to refuse.

Those who had had accumulated more than others were supposed to
share with others in need. Everyone was well aware of the others’
actual economic situation. | observed that people knew who did and
did not work every week, or how much others might have earned
during that day. | mentioned once that | didn’t have enough money. |
was told that | didn’t need to worry about this and that others would
help me if | were in financial difficulties. One of the things which
astonished me soon after | had arrived to Hotel Pumis was an
overwhelming lack of privacy. Coming from middle-class settings, | had
assumed that households will be separated from the public sphere.
However, seeing the others as their own people, some refugees were

able to enter many private rooms without knocking. Simultaneously,
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however, refugees privately complained about other people who lived
in the asylum centre. According to them, communal life was too
demanding in social and economic terms. | was often told that other
members in the asylum centre were, in fact, horrible. Many refugees

dreamt of living elsewhere in the city.

It is known that anthropologists are interested in the study of property
but, unlike neo-liberal economists, they are not primarily concerned
with the twofold relation between person and material object. Instead,
they understand things as tools which help them to better understand
the way social relationships are structured (Hann C. , 1998; Benda-
Beckmann & Benda-Beckmann, The Properties of Property, 2006;
Myers, 1997). If things can reveal the way in which social relationships
are organised, with regard to Chechen-Ingush refugees and their
relation to things we may think of certain form of shared communal

identity beyond the realm of a household.

The Male-Centred Rhetoric

In the following, | provide another analogy between Gypsies and the
Chechen-Ingush refugees. Michael Steward writes that what
underpinned a shared identity, which went beyond the sphere of the
household in the Gypsy communities he studied, was a specific male-
centred rhetoric: Gypsies, as Steward explains, called themselves
‘brothers’ (Stewart, 1997, pp. 50-60). With regard to Chechen-Ingush
refugees in the asylum centre and elsewhere in the city, such male-
centred rhetoric was also apparent: refugees referred to themselves

either as brothers (Chech. vezharij) or simply as ‘our people’ (Chech.

Nakh).
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Refugees explained to me that the Chechen-Ingush nation is
undergoing a great crisis nowadays. On one hand, this crisis has existed
for centuries. Vainakhs have been fighting with Russian who occupied
their homeland for more than three hundred years. Every fifty years, |
was told, Russians attempted to annihilate Vainakhs. On the other
hand, however, even in the past, during Yermolov’s era, Russians had
never managed to split the Vainakh community. In 1996, Chechens
won. But in the 1999 Putin took his revenge. Every Chechen and
Ingush man under the age of twelve is considered to be a bandit or
terrorist nowadays. In the distant past, Vainakhs had been able to hide
in the mountains. Today, however, Russians have jet planes,
helicopters, bombs, and rackets. Nowadays, Vainakh homeland is a
desert. There is no safe place, no home. Some Chechens and Ingushes
collaborate with Russians, whereas others flee to Europe. In the past,

this never happened.

Thus, refugees felt that they need to unite in their fight against this
existential and moral crisis. The Vainakh, | was told, have always been a
cultural nation. The Vainakh are free-minded and never subordinate to
any formal authority. Every nakh ruled only over oneself. Meanwhile,
Vainakh perceived each other as comrades (Chech. kunak). The Vainakh
used to be like fingers: one finger alone could not do anything but five
fingers were strong. | was told that, today, many Chechens and
Ingushes are forgetting these old values and moralities and, as a result,
they need to be protected. Chechens-Ingushes in Hotel Pumis don’t
drink any alcohol. They never steal from each other. They behave
respectfully. They help each other. The younger member of a family
and community always respects elders. No man is allowed to touch a

woman if they are not married. Every Chechen and Ingush woman is
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obliged to give birth to as many children as possible. Only in this way,

they explained, their dying nation may have a future.

Refugees who particularly identified themselves with this narrative
were men. For instance, there was a group of Chechen men that were
relatively young and always dressed appropriately. They prayed five
times per day. They celebrated all the important secular and religious
feasts. These men also considered themselves as the protectors of the
community’s moral universe. | once told one of these men that | liked
how welcoming and hospitable Chechens and Ingushes are. Obviously
pleased with my words, he responded that hospitality is the substance
of Chechen culture. He also noted that not everyone in Hotel Pumis
was good. Like everywhere else, he said, there were also a few bad
people among the refugees. He explained how ‘the people’ (Chech.
nakh) had previously expelled others, who do not behave

appropriately, from the community.

Chechen-Ingush Refugees as the ‘Lilies of the Field’?

What unites Michael Steward’s and Frances Pine’s ethnography as well
as most ethnographies in the book Lilies of the Field: Marginal People
Who Live For the Moment (Day, Papataxiarchis, & Steward, 1999) is the
fact that they theorise about the way individuals and communities
maintain a meaningful life and articulate their identities against the
backdrop of long-term socio-economic and political marginalisation.
Stewart, for instance, emphasises that Gypsies had moved across the
abstract boundary between the inside and outside for centuries—
before socialism they provided cheap labour for Hungarian peasants

and after the World War Il they had to do the worst low-skilled jobs
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in a centrally planned economy (Stewart, 1997, p. 26). His argument is
that Gypsies saw themselves as equals and brothers since this gave
them a sense of meaningful and satisfactory belonging in a context of

continuous and humiliating exclusion.

Chechen-Ingush refugees were different from the cases discussed in
‘Lilies of the Field’ because they had been uprooted from their political
and socio-economic settings. Though their lives in exile share
similarities with Carpathian Peasants or Gypsies, Chechens and
Ingushes started to migrate en masse to Poland after the eruption of
the Second War in the 1999. By the time | did fieldwork, their
collective experience of the outside world in Poland was still very
recent and not older more than eight years. Hence, while | remain
sympathetic to these works, in this doctoral thesis | intend to take an
approach to the study of the processes that underpin Chechen-Ingush
refugee identity, which differs from that of the above-mentioned
scholarship. Firstly, | focus on the events that had uprooted the
refugees, the Russo-Chechen Wars. What | also consider is the specific

socio-economic and political context of the refugees’ lives.

In social anthropology, there is a growing number of ethnographic
studies based on long-term fieldwork which explore in different ways
the world of the individuals and communities who had been exposed
to different losses and traumas of military, political, or communal
violence (Das, 2007; 1990; Jackson, 2002; Kanapathipillai, 1990; Kovats-
Bernat, 2014; Kwon, 2008; Mehta & Chatterji, 2001; Perera, 2001;
Reynolds, 2000; Ross, 2001; Scheper-Hughes, 1992; Skultans, 1998;
Srinivasan, 1990; Todeschini, 2001) In Life and Words: Violence and the
Descent into the Ordinary, Veena Das (2007) examines the violence

originating in the context of 20th century India, the Partition of India
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and the 1984 communal riots triggered by the assassination of Indira
Ghandi. She develops her account of the events in connection to the
experiences of people affected by and involved in these conflicts.
Following Das, | propose that we may learn about how refugee
identities were formed by exploring the way in which past war and
communal violence become, in specific socio-economic settings, part of
the everyday life of refugees, or ‘folded itself into the recesses of the

ordinary’ (Das, 2007, p. I).

In social anthropology, there is also a growing number of studies who
consider, again in various ways, refugee, migrant, or sufferer identity to
be a construction constituted through different institutional-political
practices and discourses (Andrijasevic, 2010; De Genova, 2002; Fassin,
2012; Fassin & Rechtman, 2009; Jansen, 2006; Rajaram Kumar, 2002;
Szczepanikova, 2010; 2010b). In this thesis, | look at the problem of
refugee experience, or identity, also from this perspective. In my study,
| engage with the way in which the idea of the ‘refugee’ has historically
been constructed in Poland and explore how this construction existed
in the context of the daily life in Hotel Pumis. In the second part of the
thesis, | will consider how select processes implicated in the
construction of a ‘refugee’ in Poland framed the Chechen-Ingush

refugees lived experiences.

Literature Review

The themes of violence, disruption, suffering, and recovery as well as
the problem of different institutional, legal, and discursive frameworks,
which create the ‘subject’ and may frame also his or her experience

and voice are recurring themes in social anthropology and related
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academic disciplines. The following section is an overview of and
commentary on some of the studies | find particularly relevant. The
main aim of this section is to discuss my research in a way that
primarily considers established theories and methods that deal with the

issue at hand.

Individual Time, Family Time, and Historical Time

The problem of how large historical events affect and change individual
and family identities has been addressed by historians (Braudel, 1980;
Hareven, 1982) Tamara Hareven, a social historian, offers us a
fascinating insight into the process of industrialisation in the USA. In
her book Family Time and Industrial Time: The Relationship between the
Family and Work in a New England Industrial Community, she refuses to
accept the conventional explanation that industrialisation, a massive
change in the public world, completely destroyed the traditional three-
generational family model. Hareven, analysed the life stories narrated
by workers of the Amoskeag Manufacturing Company in the
Manchester of America and studied the career files held by the
company, in order to explore under what historical circumstances
families were able to influence their work relationships and if such
influence was weak, or non-existent. To examine the problem, the
social historian introduces concepts of individual time, family time, and
historical time. She explores the process of synchronisation of these

different temporalities.

| mention Hareven here because she puts forward a compelling theory
and method related to the problem of individuals, families, and

communities being affected by radical change in the public world. Her
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ideas certainly are relevant to this dissertation. They may be used for
thinking abstractly about the interrelation between the turbulences in
the public world in the post-socialist North Caucasus and refugees’
individual and family life trajectories. However, whereas Hareven takes
a holistic approach to her study, | am inclined to think about the
problem of dramatic sudden violent change from the perspective of the
subject. In other words, this PhD thesis is primarily about the First and
the Second Chechen-Russian Wars and about the injustice and human
dramas, which nowadays occur in the European asylum centres. | do
not, however, provide an extensive explanatory account of how the

violence happened.

Subjectivity, Traumatic Loss and Change

In this thesis, | frequently use the terms ‘subjectivity,” ‘experience,’
‘disrupted subjectivity, and ‘disrupted temporality.” Hence, in the
following | discuss the literature that is primarily concerned with this
issue. In social anthropology, an increasing number of studies pay
attention to the various appearances of human subjectivity, to the way
in which subjectivity is formed in different societies, or to the way in
which it is re-shaped in the context of contemporary global
turbulences in political economy and social life. It is common that
human subjectivity is researched in relation to the problem of violence
and social suffering (Biehl, Good, & Kleinman, 2007; Jackson, 2002; Das,
Kleinman, Ramphele, & Reynolds, 2000). What | take from these
studies is a definition of subjectivity. In particular, | understand human
experience in terms of different emotional and temporal spaces,

consciousness, or beliefs. By using the term human experience, |
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broadly refer to affective states and processes of inner life (Biehl,
Good, & Kleinman, 2007, p. 6). As some of these authors such as
Michael Jackson (1998; 2002) who prefers to use the term
‘intersubjectivity’, | also strongly agree with the idea that human
experience should not be considered as isolated from the outside but
rather as a bridge between the inner-subjective and the outer worlds.
While | accept these understandings, | think, it is necessary to clarify in
more detail how human experience is made and how subjectivity
becomes disrupted in relation to the exploration of the experiences of

Chechen-Ingush refugees.

Addressing the problem of how subjectivity is made, in the

introductory chapter to Life and Words (2007, p. 4), Veena Das writes:

Let us take Wittgenstein’s statement that “the subject does not
belong to the world; rather it is the limit of the world.” In
interpreting this statement several scholars have suggested that
the relation of the subject to the world is like that of the eye to
the visual field—the eye is not itself in the visual field that it
defines. Without going into a sustained defence of my
interpretation at this point, | suggest that in thinking of the
subject as constituting the limit of the world, Wittgenstein is
proposing that the experience of being a subject is the
experience of a limit. The world is not invented by me (as the
cliché goes), but then how do | make the world mine! How am |,
as a subject, implicated in experience, for | take it that there is
no pregiven subject to whom experience happens or on whom
experience can be predicated? It is Wittgenstein’s thought that
the subject is the condition of experience. Given that he

considers the human form of life as one complicated enough to
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have language, the question might also be put as one of taking
responsibility for language. If the subject is also the boundary of
the world, there is clearly no particular point in the course of my
life that | can locate as the point at which my subjectivity

emerges.

| have presented Das’ quote here because to me her words are a point
of departure for thinking about human subjectivity in general and the
experiences of Chechen-Ingush refugees in particular. | take from Das’
critical examination of Wittgenstein that human experience emerges
out of the constant interaction between the subject and the world; that
human subjectivity may be seen as the limit, or boundary, of that
world; and that human subjectivity is a process of living and making

sense of a world which is never closed or accomplished.

The problem of subjectivity and disruption has been compellingly
discussed by John Berger, the brilliant English critical theorist, novelist
and poet. In A Seventh Man. The Story of a Migrant Worker in Europe,
Berger thinks about subjectivity in relation to the individual awareness
of a lifetime. He says that under normal circumstances time is felt as a
circle, rotating around-within the person. According to Berger, the
circle is at any moment filled with past, present, and future. Under
normal circumstances, within the circle, the past consists of
freestanding memories and the future of hopes for and fears of what is
to come. The present, then, enters self-consciousness as it happens,
while the past and the future then start relating to it. Under standard
circumstances, as Berger says, the three elements merge within the
subject and form the intentionality of the person’s action at a given
moment. But intentionality-continuity can only be formed if the

elements constituting the subjective past and future are free, unfixed.
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Berger contends that what is capable of changing the continuous
awareness of one’s lifetime, to fix the subject with the past, are various
external circumstances, disruptions. To illustrate this point, in his book,
he uses an example of bereavement. If one loses someone close to
them, one feels as if life has ended. Grief is the stillness of death. The
bereaved thinks back on a life before loss, hoping to be the same as
before the loss. But, as Berger clarifies, what the bereaved foretells is
only death. The past is disconnected from the future, which has

become the present. The bereaved has nothing to live for now.?

In A Seventh Man, Berger uses this conception for delineating the inner
experiences of labour migrants from marginal areas in Europe who, in
the 1970s, moved for work to centres of industrial capitalist
production. But the ideas about disrupted temporality that Berger
eloquently described, closely resonate also with other studies in the

social sciences (Bury, 1982; Kleinman, 1988; Marris, 1974).

Bury and Kleinman are medical sociologists-anthropologists interested
in the experiences of individuals affected by chronic illness. They both
recognise that chronic illness is a phenomenon, which has the power
to separate individual expectations from the real outcome and the self
from society. To label the experiences of chronically ill people, Michael
Burry has introduced the term ‘biographical disruption.” Peter Marris,
in his ground-breaking study Loss and Change (1974) pays attention to
disruptive exterior circumstances like slum clearance or bereavement.

Marris acknowledges that what subjects of these dramatic events have

8 In the last two paragraphs, | have worked with the part of John Berger’s text published in John
Berger and Jean Mohr: A Seventh Man. The Story of a Migrant Worker in Europe by Granta Books on
the pages 171-179.
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in common is the acute feelings of anxiety, confusion, restlessness, and
despair they experience. The sociologist argues that such feelings
emerge because the subject is confronted with the need to preserve
that part of his identity, which has been lost - he uses the term
‘conservative impulse’ to label the process (Marris, 1974, p. 5). |
propose that this conception of disrupted subjectivity can also be used
for understanding the inner worlds of Chechen-Ingush refugees who,
because of war, had lost close persons or relatives and fled their

homes.

Valentine E. Daniel (1996) has elaborated another theoretical view on
the problem of disrupted subjectivity. In order to theorise human
experience, Daniel turns to Pierce’s discourse on semiotics, highlighting
the notion that the field of human experience can be divided at least
into three categories: vague and diffuse subjective disposition towards
the external world; a unique event or fact sensed by the subject; and a
tendency to reason, to generalise and follow a habit. Having divided
human experiences into these three domains, the possible, the actual
and the general, he discusses how human experience is formed. In
particular, the anthropologist writes that every event or object that
confronts human senses is also consumed by the subject. This
consumption, as he says, is domain of both the possible and the general
(Daniel, 1996, pp. 104-105). | find this perspective interesting because it
acknowledges the above-mentioned theoretical model and adds certain

phenomenological aspects to the discussion.

Daniel goes on to say that even though there is no experience that can
be defined in terms of some of the three categories, there are certain
kinds of experiences where one category or another strongly

dominates. The anthropologist emphasises that one of those
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experiences is the experience of violence. According to Daniel,
violence, if it happens dramatically, causes the subject to become
completely overwhelmed by the event. According to the
anthropologist, it is this organic fusion with the event witnessed, which
later contributes to the vague disposition towards the external
world—which ‘hangs over like a fog of which neither the beginning nor
the end can be fathomed’ (Daniel, 1996, p. 105). In other words, Daniel
maintains that the subject of violence may later be confronted with the
painful repetition of trauma in which he or she is fixed to the past and
disconnected from the present because of what the disruption has

taken away from him or her or what the subject had seen.

The same idea appears also in Veda Skultans’ study (1998). Focusing on
the memories and the fragmentary lives of victims of Stalinist terror in
post-Soviet Latvia, the medical anthropologist writes about the
phenomenon of the fusion between experience and representation.
Skultans emphasises that the victims of terror often claimed they were
unable to describe their past to someone who had not experienced
something similar. She also says that while narrating their lives victims
frequently changed to the present tense. According to Skultans, these
statements signified the synthesis of the witness and the act witnessed
which remains central to the lived world of the victim (Skultans, 1998,
p. 19). | find these studies illuminating since they lead me to consider
Chechen-Ingush experiences not only in relation to loss and change
and the interruption of structures of meaning but also in relation to
how subjects were pushed, because of the extremely violent and
turbulent nature of the Russo-Chechen wars, towards the edge of
human experience. Skultan’s study inspires me to think about various

past moments related to the wars which remained deeply inscribed in
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the form of traumatic memory to the refugees’ ongoing experiences

and lives.

Disrupted Life and Words

In their studies, both Marris and Kleinman also highlight another side of
a disrupted subjectivity-temporality that is not elaborated in such detail
by John Berger. In particular, Kleinman emphasises that severe illness
not only disrupts human life but also has the power to concentrate
human experience and clarify the central conditions of living as well
(Kleinman, 1988, p. xiii). In a similar manner, Marris writes about the
process of subjective reconciliation after the person had been suddenly
separated from the structures of meaning (Marris, 1974, p. 29). In
other words, scholars show that besides memories restricting the
individual’s capacity to re-join the present, the domain of disrupted
subjectivity also contains the urgent need to adjust to a new situation
in which the future and the present become available again. In the
above-mentioned studies, it appears that subjective re-integration did
not happen because of changes in the external circumstances that
disrupted the life of the subject. These are part of the past and they are
irrevocable. Instead, re-integration occurs when the subject gradually
accepts loss as part of his or her ongoing life. How can we locate and

study this process?

In social anthropology and related fields, scholars generally agree that
the process of (inter-)subjective psychological reintegration triggered
by traumatic loss is imprinted in the sufferers’ narratives and

testimonies as well as in the process of (story-)telling itself (Arendt,
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1958; Das, 2007; Jackson, 2002; Kleinman, 1988; Marris, 1974; Portelli,
1991; Skultans, 1998).

Writing about the victims of Stalinist terror, Vieda Skultans (1998)
focuses on Latvian victims’ narratives and their testimonies of
disruption. She highlights the fact that these biographies were usually
extensive and full of metaphors, full of dense cultural encoding. She
examines how victims drew upon the available socio-cultural resources
creatively, as they attempted to restore the meaning of their
discontinuous lives. In a similar way to her, Arthur Kleinman’s study of
the experiences of the chronically ill (Kleinman, 1988) is based on the
analysis of illness narratives. In his analysis of bereavement, Peter
Marris mentions the fact that mourning customs and rituals play a
crucial role in the process of reconciliation between the bereaved, his

or her ongoing life and their painful loss (Marris, 1974, pp. 29-32).

Describing the experiences of Chechen-Ingush refugees, | have found
particularly useful the works of Das (2007; 1987) and Skultans (1998).

In what follows | examine them in more detail.

Discussing the interrelation between disrupted subjectivity and
narrative, Skultans explains that sudden violent disruption may be
perceived as being essentially characterised by the rupture of language.
She goes on and explains that the same phenomenon is likely to be
followed by an emergence of a new kind of language, which allows the

sufferers to re-establish a sense of meaning and continuity in their lives.
Referring to the Latvian victims of Stalin’s terror, she writes:

Latvian narratives belie Adorno’s claim, ‘after Auschwitz, no

poetry.” Although narratives constantly revert to the act of
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witnessing, their form and construction undermine claims to
immediacy. Narrative form reveals the cultural resources upon
which people draw in order to restore meaning to lives. The
process of restoring meaning has a metaphorical and poetic
dimension. In this context the traditional sociological relationship
of cultural resources to individuals is reversed. Instead of
individuals being enlisted by ideology or of society reproducing
itself by disseminating its core concepts and values amongst its
members, narrative grants a more radical role to individuals in
shaping their ideas. Like the autobiographer, the narrator
imposes a design on her life and this offers scope for creativity.
The victims of history may reverse their status and devise
strategies for wresting personal victories, however small, from

history (Skultans, 1998, p. 19).

Das (2007; 1987), similarly, considers the interrelation between words
and disrupted subjectivity. In Life and Words, she analyses the
experiences of the people affected by the Partition of India and the
1984 communal riots, focusing on the sufferers’ utterances. Das
acknowledges that violent disruption, if it happens dramatically,
continually impinges on the experience of the victim and in their
everyday life. By describing the sufferers’ words, she grasps the way in
which traumatic loss is accepted by the sufferer and ‘descends onto the
ordinary.” On one hand, her ethnography reveals the important role of
available cultural resources, especially the particular socio-cultural
norms that dominate Indian patriarchal society, in the process. On the
other hand, it also recognises that sufferers’ testimonies gain their
meaning or function in the process of the recovery in the context of

the everyday life.
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Veena Das shares Skultans’ conception of narrative or life story to a
certain extent. The thing that distinguishes Das’ approach from
Skultans’, as far as | understand her text, is that she proposes to
analyse sufferers’ testimonies while they remain rooted in the everyday
life. She explains that it is from these fragile and uncertain everyday
moments that a new language and a new meaning is constructed, and
trauma and loss are integrated into ongoing relationships (Das, 2007,
pp. 6-9). For such testimonies, which derive their meaning from the
socio-cultural context and are animated by the life-world, Das uses the

term ‘voice.

Refugee ‘Experience’: Institutional Practices and Discourses

This thesis, as | have indicated in my discussion of the literature,
conceptualises the experiences of Chechen-Ingush refugees in relation
to the disruption of wider structures of meaning and to the organic
fusion with some of the turbulent disruptions witnessed which both
remain in the form of traumatic loss attached to refugees’ ongoing
experiences and lives. In this dissertation, | do not describe refugees’
mourning rituals and mourning laments. Despite the fact that the
disruptions | will consider in the next chapters sometimes involved the
death of a person close to the sufferer, they happened usually longer
time ago and often in a way that usually contradicted ideas of what
constitutes a normal death. Hence, standard mourning customs were
not applied in Hotel Pumis. My research confirmed that refugees in
Poland did not mourn in a traditional way. Yet, most felt an urgent
need to tell what had happened to them. | shall describe the refugees’

voices as | recorded them over the course of my fieldwork. | shall
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consider the interrelation between what was said and the larger socio-
cultural settings. | also take into account the way in which the meaning
of their utterances was nurtured by their life-world. By describing
refugees’ voices, | shall capture the way in which traumatic loss was
integrated into ongoing everyday life.” However, in social anthropology
there exists also another possible approach to refugee experience that
does not theorise the phenomenon primarily in terms of loss and

trauma.

The scholar who has developed this approach, a critique of the writings
on the experiences of refugees undergoing trauma, is an anthropologist
Liisa Malkki (1992; 1995; 1995b; 1996; 2002). Based on Malkki’s
fieldwork among victims of the Rwandan genocide, Purity and Exile:
Violence, Memory and National Cosmology among Hutu Refugees in
Tanzania (Malkki, 1995b) is a book that compares the experiences of
Hutu refugees who had fled to a Tanzanian metropolis with the
refugees who had immigrated to the countryside. In this seminal study,
Malkki demonstrates that the identities of the refugees who lived in the
rural camp were underpinned by a mythical narrative through which
they collectively identified themselves as Hutu, whereas the identities
of urban refugees were formed in reaction to the necessities,
practicalities, and regularities of city life. The purpose of this study is to

argue that refugee subjectivity is not explicable in terms of disruption

’ In my understanding of everyday life, | build upon Henri Lefebvre (2005). In this thesis | tend to
perceive everyday life as the domain where all life occurs and all socio-economic and political
processes take place in fragmented form. In the third volume of the Critique of Everyday Life,
Lefebvre extensively discusses the transformations in everyday life in relation to capitalism
(Lefebvre, 2005, pp. 653-842). Here, | think, | take a different path: | describe what happens with the
subject and also with the world around him or her after everyday life becomes dominated, or

colonised, by violence.
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to subjective temporality because what refugees experience in different
places and times is very specific and primarily determined by the actual,
or lived, political, socio-economic and historical context (Malkki,

1995b, pp. 15-16).

In her early study National Geographic: The Rooting of People and the
‘Territorialization of National Identity among Scholars and Refugees (1992),
Malkki provides a plausible explanation of why refugee subjectivity is
nowadays commonly defined in relation to the concept of loss of and
change. Here she considers common literary, artistic and scholarly
representations of refugeesness. She identifies a connection between
these representations and a powerful, influential, and dominant
nationalist way of thinking that equates peoples and cultures with
national soils (Malkki, 1992, p. 31). In National Geographic, Malkki
challenges established concepts and definitions (Loizos, 1981; Harrell-
Bond, 1986; Colson, 2004), arguing that refugee subjectivity is
nowadays typically seen by scholars, intellectuals, and ordinary people
as something pathological, abnormal, or even immoral because it is in
direct contradiction to western ‘sedentarist metaphysics’ (Malkki, 1992,
p. 31). In her later studies (1995; 1996), Malkki attempts to explain
how the conception that links refugee experience with trauma and loss
becomes globally known. In the study called Refugees and Exile: From
Refugee Studies to the National Order of Things (1995), she connects the
birth of a refugee as an epistemic object with the social and political
conditions in western Europe shortly after World War Il as well as
with the political response to these conditions. Exploring further how
an universal ‘refugee’ was constituted, she examines different
institutional and discursive domains such as international refugee law,

documentation of refugeesness produced by UN, or literary studies. In
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Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism, and Dehistoricization
(1996) then, Malkki pays attention to the characteristic forms taken by
humanitarian interventions that deal with refugees, persuading us that
the notion of universal refugee identity is necessary for the
international humanitarian community which uses in order to

reproduce itself.

Some scholars have criticised Malkki’s approach to refugee experience
for being too relativistic (Colson, 2003, pp. 2-3). My own research
among Chechen-Ingush refugees may be seen as a case study, which
confirms that refugee experience may be theorised in terms of loss and
change. Malkki’s ideas about refugee experience, loss and trauma may
appear to be too radical. Yet, over the past fifteen years, her work
inspired some anthropologists to think more about the way in which
various institutional-political practices construct the figure of a sufferer,
illegal immigrant, or refugee as well as to consider how these
frameworks enter the spheres of human experience and everyday life
(Fassin & Rechtman, 2009; Fassin, 2012; Jansen, 2006; 2007; De
Genova, 2002).

In Empire of Trauma: An Equiry into the Condition of Victimhood (2009)
Rechtman and Fassin eloquently describe how the understanding of
suffering and trauma has been formed by the political and professional
discourse on the subject over the past century. In Humanitarian Reason:
A Moral History of the Present, Fassin explores the way in which
‘experiences’ of Palestinian refugees were constructed by humanitarian
intervention (Fassin, 2012, pp. 200-222). Stef Jansen, then, uses Malkki’s
ideas for his critical examination and explanation of both the refugee
experiences and the foreign-imposed refugee policies in post-war

Bosnia-Herzegovina. Jansen argues that refugees lived their fragmentary
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lives against the backdrop of a double rupture caused by the war and
displacement, and by the fact that they were forced by international
humanitarian intervention to re-establish their lives in the insecure
locations affected by turbulent post-socialist transformations (Jansen,
2006; 2007). In Migrant ‘lllegality’ and Deportability in Everyday Life,
Nicholas de Genova (2002) thinks about the socio-political process of

illegalisation of immigrants from the Latin America in the USA.

| have found this approach inspiring since it led me to pay particular
attention to the wider political settings for Chechen-Ingush
‘bereavement.” In particular, in this thesis | shall provide also an
overview of the way in which the notion of ‘refugee’ was constituted in
the context of the larger socio-political and economic transformations
in Poland and Central-Eastern Europe. | will consider the collapse of
the socialist-communist state, the post-socialist transformations, and
the enclosure of the eastern Polish border connected to the 2004
accession of Poland to the European Union and the 2007
implementation of the Schengen Agreement. Furthermore, my
ambition in this thesis is not only to historicise the construction of the
‘refugee’ in Poland but also to grasp, through my ethnography, the way
in which institutional and legal frameworks existed in the context of

the everyday life of the asylum facility where | conducted the fieldwork.

Research Methodology

This thesis is the outcome of my almost decade-long interest in the
issues of uprootedness, violence, refugee subjectivity, and the
experiences of refugees who try to re-establish their lives in post-

socialist countries in Central-Eastern Europe. Below, | provide an

6l



account of the different stages of the project. My aim is to discuss how
my interest in these problems was formed, how the first research
project was designed, how ethnographic data was gathered and
ethnographic-anthropological knowledge accumulated, and how this
thesis was assembled. Let me start by introducing the original research

project.

The First Research Proposal

This dissertation began between September 2006 and March 2007, or
perhaps even the year before, as a doctoral project aimed at studying
refugee experiences in the post-socialist Central-Eastern Europe from
an anthropological perspective. My nationality is Slovak. In 2005, as a
fresh graduate | took part in a project coordinated by UNHCR, the aim
of which was to research, in relation to the accession of Slovakia to the
European Union and the changes in national immigration policies, the
level of integration of refugees in the Slovak Republic. As an
independent researcher affiliated to the official research team, | was
able to visit facilities in Zvolen, Rimavska Sobota, and Kosice, cities in
the central and eastern parts of the country. Refugees-asylum holders
from Afghanistan, Irag, DR Congo, Iran, and from the North Caucasus
usually resided in these facilities. | interviewed a couple of dozens of
refugees and | was staggered by the precarious living conditions in the
asylum facilities. In 2005, | already tried to define the problem in terms
of ethnographic-anthropological research the conditions | saw in the
Slovak facilities led my steps to Liisa Malkki’s ideas about the role of
the socio-economic, political and historical context in constituting

refugee experience. Between 2005 and 2006, | worked on a research
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proposal - the research proposal was aimed at the exploration of the
experiences of Chechen refugees in Poland, which was accepted by

Goldsmiths, University of London.

| became interested in refugees in Poland mainly for one particular
reason. According to the official statistics produced by the Polish
Office for Foreigners (Pl. Urzqd do Spraw Cudzoziemcéw),'® the inflow of
refugees to Poland started increasing massively in 2000 and, between
2000 and 2006, more than forty three thousand people applied for
asylum in the country. The documents and statistics also showed that
approximately ninety percent of all asylum seekers registered by the
Polish authorities were holders of a Russian passport. It was almost
certain that these refugees had fled from the North Caucasus. In the
summer of 2006, | travelled to Poland. | did some research in the
library of the Polish Office for Foreigner in Warszawa. | also briefly
visited several asylum accommodation facilities in Eastern Poland and,
indeed, | could see that asylum seekers who spoke both Russian and
Vainakh languages exclusively inhabited these facilities. In other Central-
Eastern European countries, asylum facilities were very diverse places
in cultural and linguistic terms. In Poland, | became attracted by the
possibility of studying a group who speak the same language and of

doing single-sited research at the same time.

In the autumn of 2006 | enrolled on the MRes/PhD programme in the
Department of Anthropology of Goldsmiths College. There, |
participated in an excellent course in anthropological research

methods. Under the guidance of my main supervisor, | started

1] work with my copies of the office’s internal documents. But nowadays the data can be found on

the website http://www.udsc.gov.pl/
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exploring the anthropological literature on the subject. It was at
Goldsmiths that | discovered writers who made a lasting impact on me:
John Berger’s Seventh Man, Peter Loizos’ The Heart Grown Bitter, a
seminal study about the experiences of the villagers who in 1974
escaped from western Cyprus in the face of the advancing Turkish
army, or Peter Marris’ Loss and Change. But | had not completely
abandoned the approach represented by Liisa Malkki’s work. | could
not forget the conditions of Slovak asylum centres. At that time, the
socio-economic precariousness in the asylum facilities in Central-
Eastern Europe appeared to be to me the main problem shaping
refugees’ experiences. The transformations of the national asylum
policies in relation to the accession of Poland to the European Union
also interested me greatly. | also paid attention to the fact that the
region which makes the territories of today’s eastern Poland, western
Belarus, western Ukraine, and south-western Lithuania known in
Poland by the name of Kresy, the Polish word for borderlands,
witnessed numerous border re-drawings, violent conflicts and mass
displacements in the past. In the region where most Polish asylum
centres were located, anthropologists write about the way in which
the turbulent violent past remains imprinted in the collective memory
(Hann C. M., 1985; Buzalka, 2008). | became curious about the way the
turbulent past is reflected on the contemporary Polish management of
forced migration flows and whether it affected refugees’ lived

experiences somehow.

In the spring of 2007, | studied numerous documents, reports, and
books about the North Caucasus, mostly about the Russo-Chechen
conflict. | visited Poland again. | did a brief period of research in the

library again and went to the asylum centre where | planned to do
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fieldwork. | presented the research proposal publicly several times. In
the end, | decided to carry out a single-sited and in-depth ethnographic
study of the experiences of refugees, who started arriving in Poland
after the 2000, as a consequence of the wars and terror in the North
Caucasus. | worked both with the concept of loss and change and with
Malkki’s relativist-constructivist concept of refugee experience. In
particular, in my research proposal, | asked the following research
questions: when the predictable and meaningful world is lost because
of war and forced displacement, how do those affected by this loss
rebuild their lives and re-establish their sense of continuity and
meaningful life on a new place! And how does the specific local
historical, political, and socio-economic context relate to the refugee

experience! Does it influence in some way?

Their Work to Cry. My Work to Listen

At the beginning of fieldwork, | had a clear idea of how | wanted to
search for the answers to my research questions. From previous
experience, | knew that the systems for providing social assistance to
asylum seekers in Central-Eastern Europe do not fulfil most of the real
daily needs of refugees. | wanted to work with refugees as a researcher
who could assist them with various translations and negotiations with
officials, doctors etc. | hoped that my availability in the field would
enable me to build relationships of trust and that this would facilitate
my participant observation and the semi-formal and informal interviews
| planned to carry out. | did not take into account, however, that the
conditions in the field would be far from ‘normal.’ | did not anticipate,

since | was not able to imagine what it meant, the extent of the way in
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which the war and communal violence defined the experiences of the
refugees. | started doing the fieldwork in extreme conditions and my
research methods in the field gradually changed. | found myself
engaging with a methodology, in which, as Veena Das discusses, ‘the
researcher’s role is to listen whereas the research subject’s role is to

cry’ (1990, p. 345).

After several weeks, | got permission to conduct the research in
Poland. On one hand, | was allowed to enter select asylum facilities at
anytime. On the other, the permission did not allow me to live directly
in the asylum centres. Hence, | found myself a studio apartment (PI.
kawalerka) within walking distance from Hotel Pumis, | visited the
refugees and also some of them started visiting me. Several refugees

became close to me and became my close friends.

First, | befriended a man in his fifties. This man already knew what it
meant to be a refugee. During the first war, his house had been
bombed. As the second war started, he fled to Ingushetia. In 2007, he
fled to the European Union in order to give a better future to his three
sons. Later, | befriended a few teenagers. One of them was one of the
man’s sons. Another was an eighteen-year old man whose father had
died. He had arrived to Poland together with his brother and mother
who, again, wanted to secure a better future for her children. Also, |
met a woman who had witnessed the atrocities of war, who had been
abandoned by her close relatives, and whose child suffered from
leukaemia. In January 2008, | was introduced to a man who used to be
a freedom fighter and who was several times imprisoned and brutally
tortured. | think it is important to state at this point that, in order to
protect research participants, | have changed their real names and

given them fictitious identities.
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Anthropologists who have done their fieldwork in contexts similar to
mine emphasise that if one does long-term participatory research in a
difficult field and if they are emphatic, the researcher might be unable
to maintain the distance with their interlocutors. The barriers between
the semi-detached observer and the subject observed may break (Das,
1984; Behar, 1996; Skultans, 1998). In November 2007, | started to
spend whole days with my new refugee friends. | had to deal with the
fact that their lives were badly affected by the wars. | said before that
my plan had been to assist refugees in certain practical ways. After |
settled in the field | began to do this. | helped them to fill out various
forms. | translated their testimonies to doctors. | drove them in my car
to various places. | helped them to enrol their children in the local
schools. However, my daily interactions with refugees soon stopped
being underpinned by my planned attempts to gather particular kinds of
data. | could not escape my feelings of empathy for the people. It
seemed to me that their daily struggles and suffering became much
more important than my research project. My attempts to help them

started to drive most of the decisions and moves | made in the field.

By January 2008, | already learned to speak actively the Russian
language actively, in the way Chechens use it, and | started to
understand fragments of the daily conversations led in the Chechen-
Vainakh language. | became fully confronted by the fact that my friends
but also many others shared a strong need to tell the story of what had
happened to them. | started to understand fully that many refugees
welcomed my presence as a researcher. But they did not expect me to
ask them my own questions. Instead, they wanted their own stories
and daily struggles to be heard and recorded. Refugees needed

someone who was willing to listen to them, ideally a listener who could
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make their testimonies and lives and their suffering public. | started
facing an increasing dilemma in relation to my research method. On
one hand, there was the theory | had read which led me to classify the
phenomena | witnessed and analytically describe them in terms of the
anthropological concepts in my research proposal. On the other hand,
| could not ignore what many refugees wanted, for me to record the

very empirical details of their own individual stories and daily struggles.

In January 2008, | intuitively decided to start describing refugees’ lives
and to record their stories by asking them almost no questions. | let
my interactions with the refugees be guided primarily by the flows and
rhythms of the everyday. | let my inquiry into the refugees’ experience
be informed primarily by refugees’ interpretations. Being empathic with
the research ‘subjects’ as well as sympathetic to their need to tell their
stories to me, | resigned from my ambition to be a semi-detached
participant observer who writes ethnography as if he or she had
control over the field. Instead, | was driven to another method close to
the anthropology of violence and consisting in letting research subjects
and the community take control of the researcher, who agrees to

become the space on which respondents’ own knowledge inscribes

itself (Das, 1984).

| would like to note at this point that | faced increasing anxieties
related to the choices | had made in the field. | had reasons for
following the method. It was as if the refugees’ experiences were
exposed to me. | felt that | understood the refugees and that | needed
to record my knowledge. On the other hand, | was concerned with the
fact that | stopped framing the field in a way that would have enabled
me to respond to the original research question linked to the already-

mentioned concepts and theories. In April 2008 | attended our Marie
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Curie anthropological workshop at Max Planck Institute in Halle where
| presented some data from my ongoing research. | was criticised for
writing an ethnography, which is focused on mere description of day-
to-day events as well as for the fact that my fieldwork trajectory seems
to be driven by nothing except empathy. In 2008, | did not have a clear

response to the critique raised during the workshop.

Suffering, Pain, and Anthropological Knowledge

If | had received that critique today, | think | would have been better
able to justify the change in my research methods. | would have argued
that listening to sufferers’ stories and letting them shape my trajectory
in the field is recognised by scholars (Kleinman, 1988; Scarry, 1985;
Das, 2007) to be the method for doing anthropological fieldwork in
extreme conditions. According to Elaine Scarry, human suffering is
incommunicable but empathy is the most human thing we can do in
relation to the sufferer. Arthur Kleinman in his book lliness Narratives:
Suffering, Healing and the Human Condition describes how, as a medic, he
realised that he could get an impression of the experiences of the
chronically ill by exposing himself to their pain (Kleinman, 1988, pp. xi-
xii). The anthropologist who has thought-provokingly described this
method by means of calling upon Wittgenstein’s words is Veena Das
(2007, pp. 39-41). Let me quote Das’ discourse on the possibilities of

the imagination of the other’s pain.
Veena Das writes:

‘The first scene is from Wittgenstein’s Blue and Brown Books on

the question of how my pain may reside in another body:
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In order to see that it is conceivable that one person
should have pain in another person’s body, one must
examine what sorts of facts we call criteria for a pain being
in a certain place. . . . Suppose | feel a pain which on the
evidence of the pain alone, e.g. with closed eyes, | should
call a pain in my left hand. Someone asks me to touch the
painful spot with my right hand. | do so and looking
around perceive that | am touching my neighbor’s hand. . .

. This would be pain felt in another’s body.

Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books (Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1958), 49.

In this movement between bodies, the sentence “l am in pain”
becomes the conduit through which | may move out of the
inexpressible privacy and suffocation of my pain. This does not
mean that | am understood. Wittgenstein uses the route of a
philosophical grammar to say that this is not an indicative
statement, although it may have the formal appearance of one. It
is the beginning of a language game. Pain in this rendering is not
that inexpressible something that destroys communication or
marks an exit from one’s existence in language. Instead, it makes
a claim on the other—asking for acknowledgment that may be
given or denied. In either case, it is not a referential statement
that is pointing to an inner object. What is fascinating for me is
that in drawing the scene of the pathos of pain, Wittgenstein
creates language as the bodying forth of words. Where is my
pain? In touching you to point out the location of that pain, has
my pointing finger—there it is—found your body, which my pain

(our pain) can inhabit, at least for that moment when | close my
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eyes and touch your hand? And if the language for the
inexpressibility of pain is always falling short of my need for its
plenitude, then is this not the sense of disappointment that
human beings have with themselves and the language that is given
to them!? But also, does the whole task of becoming human, even
of becoming perversely human, not involve a response (even if
this is rage) to the sense of loss when language seems to fail?
Wittgenstein’s example of my pain inhabiting your body seems to
me to suggest either the intuition that the representation of
shared pain exists in the imagination but cannot be translated
into concrete ways that could be put into the world—in which
case, one would say that language is hooked rather inadequately
to the world of pain—or, alternately, that the experience of pain
cries out for this response of the possibility that my pain could
reside in your body and that the philosophical grammar of pain is
an answer to that call. If | might be allowed, | would like to draw
out the meaning of my repeated (and even compulsive) reliance
on Wittgenstein by braiding my words with those of Cavell. In
generously agreeing to augment my reflections on pain, Cavell
offered what to me was a philosophical friendship in which he

was able to hear what | was stuttering to say. | quote:

This seems to me a place Veena Das finds company in
work of mine, especially that on Wittgenstein. So, | will
testify to my conviction in two moments in which she
finds her ground: first, in her appeal to her own
experience (e.g., “In my own experience the question of
how good death and bad death is to be defined by the act

of witnessing is a more complicated one”), an appeal in
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her writing that | unfailingly place confidence in and am
grateful for; second, in her use of Wittgenstein’s example
of “feeling pain in the body of another,” a passage that no
one, to my knowledge, has put to more creative, nor
sounder, use. | take Wittgenstein’s fantasy in that passage
as a working out of Descartes’s sense that my soul and my
body, while necessarily distinct, are not merely
contingently connected. | am necessarily the owner of my
pain, yet the fact that it is always located in my body is not
necessary. This is what Wittgenstein wishes to show—
that it is conceivable that | locate it in another’s body. That
this does not in fact, or literally, happen in our lives means
that the fact of our separateness is something that | have
to conceive, a task of imagination—that to know your pain
| cannot locate it as | locate mine, but | must let it happen
to me. My knowledge of you marks me; it is something
that | experience, yet | am not present to it. . . . My
knowledge of myself is something | find, as on a successful
quest; my knowledge of others, of their separateness from
me, is something that finds me. . . . And it seems
reasonable to me, and illuminating, to speak of that
reception of impression as my lending my body to the
other’s experience. The plainest manifestation of this
responsiveness may be taken to be its effect on a body of

writing.

Stanley Cavell, “Comments on Veena Das’s Essay
‘Language and Body: Transactions in the Construction of

Pain,”” in Kleinman et al., Social Suffering, 93-99.
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With regard to my own research, the course of the events caused me
to remain in close contact with the refugees whom | met in Hotel
Pumis until the end of fieldwork. Between January and April 2008, |
spend most of the time with the father who had brought his sons to
Europe and also with his sons and their friends. | kept describing
refugees’ experiences and everyday life mostly from the perspective of
this family. Between March and August 2008, | intensively worked with
the former freedom fighter who had been tortured. This refugee was a
skilled writer. We agreed to write a diary. It was not me but he who
wrote it. My work was to ensure that his diary was translated into

Czech and published on a web site."

We also gave the diary to
German film producers so they could make a documentary about this
man.'> Between January and August 2008, | occasionally visited the
woman whose child was ill. Also, | visited around 40 refugees’
households and | recorded 55 life testimonies narrated by people
whom | knew. In September 2008, | travelled to Paris in order to see
the mother-widow and her sons, who migrated from Poland to France
in December 2007. | returned to Poland in October 2008. After my
return, | spent some more time with refugees in Hotel Pumis, visited
several other asylum centres in Poland and talked to the refugees
there. | think that the relationships | had with the people whom |

encountered in the field allowed me to get an impression about their

pain and suffering and, now, | feel the necessity to write about it.

' http://www.migraceonline.cz/cz/e-knihovna/assalam-alejkum-evropo-denik-ingusskeho-uprchlika

'2 The documentary directed by Kerstin Nicking is called ‘Nowhere in Europe’.
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The Vulnerable Writer

In the previous parts of this chapter, | have stated that in this thesis |
attempt to write about Chechen-Ingush experiences, about their
suffering and pain. Here | discuss the process of writing about
knowledge | accumulated while living with refugees and listening to
their utterances and life stories. It took me a very long time to write
this PhD thesis. | returned to my home institute in January 2009 but |
finished the first manuscript only in December 2014. Here, | would like
thus to ask the following question: is it possible for a researcher to get
a feeling of sufferers’ experiences, to imagine the other’s pain, and if so,
how can one write an account of the experiences of such people? How
does an anthropologist write about a field where loss and trauma was

an inseparable part of the everyday life?

When | returned to my home institute in January 2009, | carried the
burden of the painful stories | heard and the damaged lives | witnessed.
It is well known that soldiers who return from war zones are likely to
face difficulties in adjusting to a so-called normality. The war can
continue in the soldier’s mind. They may feel that their colleagues,
friends, and relatives don’t grasp what they had gone through. Soldiers
may feel the necessity to tell their experiences to their close ones.
They may also feel that they are not understood. In my own
experience, an anthropologist who returns from a fieldsite dominated
by pain and suffering may experience something similar to these
soldiers. After | returned to London, my fieldwork did not end. It
continued in my mind. What is more, a couple of months after |
returned from the field some of my Chechen friends were killed,

whereas others strangely disappeared.
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When | returned, | started working on the ethnography. | did not have
problems writing about the field. | had a feeling that my colleagues
should be more interested in the people | had befriended. Thus, | felt
the urgent need to write about them. | obsessively wrote hundreds of
pages with various descriptions and observations. The products of my
work were unsatisfactory to me. Unlike the texts written by my
colleagues, where ethnography was clearly interconnected with theory
and merged into complete chapters and the chapters into complete
theses, my own writings were overwhelmed by detail. | was initially
unable to interconnect my descriptions with larger ideas and concepts.
| was unable to relate my problems with what | had witnessed and
encountered in the field."’ In the field, | was directly confronted with

violence and | still vividly remember the shock.

The following year and a half, | did not complete the thesis. My
relatively secure life, when | had some savings and a scholarship that
paid my fees had disappeared. | had to leave London. | returned to
Slovakia. Going back helped me to re-discover old friendships. |
reunited with my family. | started teaching at the local anthropological
institute and this gave me a sense of new belonging. | had to support

myself and pay fees in London while having only a minimal Slovak

'3 In the field, war violence confronted me not only in the form of vivid memories but also in the
form of very vivid images, representations. As | was trying to know refugees during the initial weeks
of the fieldwork, they typically showed me pictures and videos of the wars, which they had in their
computers and mobile phones. Refugees showed me these videos on various occasions: when we
were eating or drinking tea together. Often, the children were also watching. On many occasions, it
was them who showed me the videos. Initially, | could hardly cope with the fact that violence was
suddenly all around me. Later, | got used to these images. | could watch them as if the violence was
something ordinary, like the refugees did. However, during the whole course of fieldwork | suffered

from sleeping problems and asthma.

75



‘salary.” | was disconnected from the London academic community.
From time to time, | had the feeling that my home institute had
betrayed me. | thought that the institute should have done more to
help me to understand my field. On other occasions, | blamed myself
for the fact that | had perhaps failed during the crucial stages of the

project.

The fact that | did not complete the thesis in time may have had a bad
impact on both my professional and private life, but slowly allowed me
to better understand what had happened in the field. After my return, |
started to work intensively again on the ethnography. | started to
selectively study the anthropological literature on violence, which
provided larger ideas that helped me to think through my
ethnography.'* | started to write regularly again. Slowly, | started to
create pieces of work, which | hope were more explanatory than the
previous ones. But what accelerated the construction of this thesis as
nothing before was the unexpected death of a member of my family.
One day in August 2013, | got a phone call and, after a very short
moment on the phone, everything in my life changed completely. After
this moment, | started to feel that | could understand my Chechen
friends and also the anthropological theory about loss and trauma. |

hope what | have done since that moment is clearer.

In her book The Vulnerable Observer, Ruth Behar (1996) calls upon a

method in which the emphatic anthropologist-ethnographer thinks and

4 After | returned from the field, | was struck by how difficult writing about disturbing knowledge
passed on to me by my respondents was. Whenever | wrote something, | found | was not satisfied
with what | had written. Facing a loss of confidence, | searched for support in the works of other

authors and scholars. But it was Das’ Life and Words, which constantly remained on my table.
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writes about the field dominated by loss and trauma, through their
personal experiences of loss and suffering. | found this book
illuminating because, | think, it was the method discussed by Behar
which helped me to go back and back again over the very long period
of writing of this thesis and to place my fieldwork experience properly
and meaningfully on the paper. There were several disruptions in my
own life, which confronted me upon returning from the field and which
deepened my own understanding of the problem | try to discuss in this

study.

Outline of the Thesis

After re-writing the draft many times, in the end | have decided, in line
with the two approaches to refugee experience mentioned before, to
divide this doctoral thesis into two parts that consist of seven analytical
chapters and the conclusion. In the first part of the thesis | provide an
insight into the way in which the figure of the ‘refugee’ has been
constituted in Poland through different institutional-political practices
and discourses and in the context of the larger political and socio-
economic transformations. Meanwhile, | also describe this
construction, as it existed in the context of the everyday life of the
people whom | encountered in the asylum centre. The second part of
the thesis, then, is primarily concerned with two critical events, namely
the two Russo-Chechen Wars, which remained attached to the
Chechen-Ingush refugees’ experiences and lives in the form of
numerous losses and traumatic memories. Through my ethnographic
material, | explore what happens with subjects and their world when
trauma and loss are being integrated into everyday life. Let me provide

a detailed account of the content of the chapters.
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Part |
Chapter Two

Building upon archival research conducted in the archives of the Polish
Office for Foreigners and in other Polish libraries, in Chapter Two |
historicise the problem of ‘refugee’ experience in Poland. | present
‘refugee’ identity as a political construction which evolved over the
post-socialist years from liberal and welcoming attitudes towards
refugees to a context in which strict standards for forced migration
management were applied to control and discipline Chechen-Ingush
exodus to the European Union. In the first years after the fall of
communism, liberal attitudes towards immigrants can be connected to
the ambitions of Central-Eastern European societies to become part of
the ‘western’ world. In the first decade of 2I1* century, the
standardisation of asylum policies and formalisation and
professionalization of institutional practices, as | suggest, can be

explained by the latest territorial expansion of the European Union.

Chapter Three

In this chapter, | ask how this political-legal framework saturated the
daily life of the Polish asylum accommodation facilities at the time of
my fieldwork. Focusing on particular documents distributed to asylum
seekers in Hotel Pumis, | identify rational-bureaucratic aspect of
refugee ‘identity’ in the daily life of the asylum centre. Meanwhile,
focusing on the same documents, | link refugee ‘identity’ in the making

with: (a) the way in which low-level bureaucrats mistrusted the law and
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often merely performed their daily duties; (b) with the refugees’
suspicion of the law due to their previous experiences of the law in
Russia; (c) with the refugees’ active participation and support of the law
(d) with numerous informal and illegal practices. In Chapter Three, |
depict the construction of a ‘refugee’ as a process fluctuating between

different rational/bureaucratic and informal and irrational forms.

Part Il
Chapter Four

Untangling the problem of how Chechen-Ingush men formed their
identities, Chapter Four focuses on the voice of one particular refugee
man. Having considered the man’s pain mostly in terms of a forcible
disconnection from characteristic social-communal and family settings,
in this chapter | explore the way in which the subject, with the help of
available socio-cultural resources, created a new, different vision of
how the world could be re-inhabited. | also discuss the way in which
this conception became consonant with the way in which a ‘refugee’
identity was constituted in Poland. | argue that the formation of a
characteristic masculine identity in relation to Chechen-Ingush refugees
in Poland could be explained through the transactions between past
dramatic war moments and their integration, at the subjective level,

within specific political-legal settings, into everyday life.

Chapter Five
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In Chapter Five, then, | question the formation of the domain of the
‘inside.” Refugees considered Hotel Pumis to be their own autonomous
territory, which was pitted against the dangerous and immoral outside
world, the neighbourhood where the asylum centre was situated. To
tackle this problem, | focus again on disrupted refugee subjectivities.
This chapter acknowledges that despite the fact that subjects found a
way to voice their pain and suffering of the past, losses and traumas did
not completely disappear from their daily lives. Many refugee men felt
emasculated by the event of their displacement. As | argue, most
refugee men felt women undermined their new conceptions of the
world and reminded them of their losses and traumas. Bearing this in
mind, in Chapter Five, | explore how refugee men preserved a sense of
masculinity, as they managed their narratives about women in different
private, communal, and public spaces. My suggestion is that the
existence of an inside and outside domain in Hotel Pumis may be
related to men’s attempts to enact their versions-conceptions of the

self and the world against a backdrop of dissonant voices and realities.

Chapter Six

Having identified certain characteristic bereavement patterns, which
resonated through the daily life in Hotel Pumis, in Chapter Six | ask
how refugee women made sense of the world destroyed by violence.
To do so | considered the voice of one particular woman, and | work
closely with Veena Das’ (1990; 2007) ethnographies of violence and
womanhood in post-colonial India, since many aspects of the female
refugee world were indeed inaccessible to me. Thinking about female

experiences and analysing them through the lens of Das’ ethnographies,
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| highlight that refugee women, many of whom were not supported by
the Polish asylum law, strongly relied upon mutual support to re-create
their experiences. Furthermore, | acknowledge that many women had
to defend their own visions of truth against agents who were more
powerful than them, such as their husbands or other refugee men. In
this chapter, | defend the view that the ‘bereavement’ process of
refugee females was similar to men’s in so far as it was attached in

subordinate position to the bereavement of the men.

Chapter Seven

In this chapter, | address the problem of why some men, especially
older men who are parents, identified themselves less through the
public-communal domain and more with the medium of household. |
start by acknowledging that most refugees suffered not only because
their individual lives had been disrupted but also because the Russo-
Chechen wars had thwarted the process of transmission between
generations. Using the voice of one particular father who had migrated
to Poland with his three sons, | explore how the subject re-made his
world with the help of patrilinear and patriarchal kinship norms, which
make the father’s life predominantly oriented to his male descendants.
Furthermore, | describe the way in which fathers protected the lives of
their children, covering memories of destruction of family with silence
and imposing their new visions of ‘truth’ upon their descendants. |
suggest that to some men the household was a significant centre,
where they created new identities as fathers, because the individual

efforts to give a new sense to the world were combined with a
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universal human need to pass their knowledge, moral values, and skills

to the next generation.

Chapter Eight

In the last chapter, | focus on how ‘bereavement’ patterns as they
dominated the worlds of refugee children. Locating the impact of the
Russo-Chechen Wars on children’s experiences, | emphasise that
children had an intimate connection not only to the violence of war but
also to the so-called ‘violence of everyday life’” Defining child’s
subjectivity in terms of the curiosity about the nature of the world and
linking these children’s cognitive needs with the affective needs, | then
grasp how the adults did not show the children some way how to
communicate the suffering as well as how the children, who were
confronted with their parents’ silences and neuroses, themselves
struggled with making a sense of the world and the future. In the last
part of the chapter, | describe the way in which youngsters kept the
violence and chaos of their world at distance through the practice of
boxing. | argue that as regards the Chechen-Ingush children and
adolescents the ‘bereavement’ was, because of all the violence that had
defined and surrounded them as well as because of the overall lack of

moral compass, particularly perplexed and complicated process.
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Part I: A Refugee ‘Experience’
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Chapter Two

Institutions, Discourses, and the Construction of a
‘Refugee’ Identity in Post-Socialist Poland

According to Liisa Malkki, the notion or concept of a universal refugee
identity is globally constructed today in a variety of discursive and
institutional domains. The UN, UNHCR and some other international
organisations produce specific legislation and documentation about
refugees. Non-governmental organisations, which tend to present
refugees as a speechless, helpless, and disempowered mass, develop
their own programmes, often speaking on behalf of the subjects of
humanitarian intervention. Finally, forced migration and displacement
studies conceptualise refugeesness as a research problem, and make it
an object of their study (Malkki, 1995; 1996). Alice Szczepanikova, a
sociologist-anthropologist, who has researched the construction of
refugeesness and displacement in the post-socialist Czech Republic,
agrees with Malkki on the role that international law and global
discourses and practices play in the constitution of a homogenous
refugee identity. However, she emphasises that, in Europe, the actual
formulation and implementation of international asylum laws are
embedded in historical-political processes which have underpinned the
development of the idea of a nation state (Szczepanikova, 2010). She
also takes into account the real existing strategies, dreams, and hopes
of the people who struggle to make a living while being labelled as

refugees. In this chapter, | analyse how a ‘refugee’ identity is created in
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Europe, drawing inspiration from and contributing to the knowledge

provided by the above-mentioned scholars.

Bearing in mind the larger historical, political, and socio-economic
settings in this region, other scholars have demonstrated that
discourses, practices, and policies on immigrants and refugees have
developed in specific ways in Central-Eastern Europe (Laczko, 2001;
Nygard & Stacher, 2001; Wallace, 2001; Wallace, Sidorenko, &
Chmouliar). The scholar who conducted a compelling study on the
problem of how institutional and discursive practices constituted a
‘refugee’ identity in the Czech Republic after the fall of socialism is, as
already mentioned, Alice Szczepanikova (2013; 2010; 2010b).
Szczepanikova’s research is particularly relevant to this chapter, for it
enables me to think about the parallels between the construction of a
‘refugee’ in the Czech Republic and in Poland. | try to address the
following question: if the existence of a refugee identity is defined not
only by the loss and trauma which underpins refugee experience but
also by the outcomes of specific institutional practices, policies, and
discourses, how was the notion of a ‘refugee’ constructed in Poland,
where the idea about a homogenous culture, the strict control over
territorial boundaries and the acquisition of citizenship were intrinsic
to the formation of the nation state! How has such an identity been
created in the context of the larger socio-economic and political

transformations that the country has undergone?

In order to answer these questions, | draw from the research I
conducted in the archive of the Polish Office for Foreigners in
Warszawa and in the Villa de Decius Library and the Jagiellonian
Library in Krakow. | examine national asylum laws, statistics, and local

literature on the refugee problem as well as the strategies and routes
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of people classified as refugees, and outline the construction of the
‘refugee’ in Poland as a dynamic institutional and political-legal process.
During the post-socialist period, such a construction evolved from one
dominated by welcoming policies and attitudes towards immigrants to
one characterised by strict attempts to manage and control the exodus
of the Chechen-Ingush refugees to the European Union. One could
relate early welcoming attitudes towards immigrants to an ambition of
becoming a part of the ‘western’ world shared by a large part of Polish
society after communism. In the first decade of 2Ist century, the
standardisation of asylum policies, and the formalisation and
professionalization of institutional practices, as | suggest, could be

attributed to the latest territorial expansion of the European Union.

The Refugees and the Cold War

In the following lines, | look at the construction of ‘refugee’ identity in
Poland from a historical perspective. | begin by depicting the migration
flows and policies in communist Poland (1945-1989) in the context of
the political tensions in the bipolar world divided between Western

and Eastern Bloc.

During the socialist period, Poland was a country, which predominantly
produced refugees at specific critical moments. Various statistics
estimate that, soon after World War Il, around 3.5 million ethnic
Germans, 500,000 Ukrainians and 40,000 Belarusians were either
resettled or fled from Poland. In 1968, the Polish political crisis, which
involved the student and intellectual protest against the communist
government, in some ways connected to the Prague Spring of 1968,

resulted in thousands people, many of them Jewish, leaving the country.
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In 1980, the independent trade union Solidarity (Pl. Solidarnos¢) was
formed, but was banned under Martial Law in December 198I. Large
anti-government protest resulted in another wave of migrants fleeing
the country usually towards the west. Emigration from Poland
continued during the second half of the 1980s, when the East Bloc was
already slowly disintegrating. According to Stola, the number of people
who emigrated from Poland between 1948 and 1989 exceeds 1.9
million. Their main destination was West Germany (Stola, 2001, p.
[76). It is known that many Poles who immigrated to the countries on
the western side of the Iron Curtain between the 1960s and 1990s
became asylum seekers and most of them were allowed to stay. In the
context of the geo-political divisions and tensions during the Cold
War, Western state institutions usually granted asylum to Eastern

European immigrants.

During socialism, there were also refugees coming into Poland.
Materials documenting these refugee flows were absent from the
archive of the Office for Foreigners. Prior to 1989 this office did not
exist. Nonetheless, Beata Samoraj (2007) has documented refugees’
flows and the response of Polish institutions to them before the fall of
the Iron Curtain. According to Samoraj, the communist state assisted
people escaping violence from South-Eastern Europe and the post-
colonial world during this period. In the 1950s, for instance, Polish
authorities offered protection to Greeks and Macedonians fleeing the
Greek Civil War. In the following decades, Polish authorities protected
refugees from Lebanon, Palestine, Turkey-Kurdistan, Iraq, Ethiopia, or
Sudan. Nonetheless, the People’s Republic of Poland was not a
signatory of the 1951 Geneva Convention, which defines the legal

obligations of states towards refugees. The political institution
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responsible for refugees was the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Pl
Ministerstwo  Spraw Zagranicznych). Humanitarian assistance was
provided by the Polish Red Cross (Pl. Polski Czerwony Krzyz).
Significantly, Samoraj claims, one of the reasons why Polish authorities
did not sign the convention was because they considered the possibility
of offering asylum to refugees from other countries of the Eastern Bloc

inappropriate (2007, p. 31).

In her study, Szczepanikova acknowledges that asylum is a very political
issue. Referring to the situation in Czechoslovakia before 1989, she
writes that, during the Cold War, refugee policy was used by politicians
and governments on both sides of the Iron Curtain to maintain foreign
policies and highlight the wrongs of the other ideological opponent
(Szczepanikova, 2010, pp. 3-4). The outcomes of my enquiry into the
problem or refugeesness in Poland during the Cold War closely
resonate with her findings. It seems that the Polish government and
other authorities, like their Western counterparts, brought asylum into
play not only to secure refugees’ protection and fulfil their human
needs but also to declare moral superiority over their ideological

opponent.

The ‘Refugee’ and Post-Socialist Transformations

With the fall of socialism, numerous primary sites of employment and
production, such as factories, cooperatives, or collectives, collapsed.
Border controls weakened and Polish society underwent a complicated
and, in many aspects, painful process of transition from socialism to the
ideal model represented by Western liberal democracy (Buchowski,

2007; Pine, 1998; 2002). Frances Pine, who has conducted research in
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Poland for more than thirty years, explained to me in a personal
conversation that she remembered how, in the early 1990s, the Polish
government tried to distance itself from previous oppressive rulings to
care about ordinary citizens. Jacek Kuron, the minister of labour and
social policy, introduced the unemployment benefit in the face of the
Balcerowicz Plan, a Draconian shock therapy for the transformation of
the country after communism. In these years, there was a general
concern from the top about the welfare of ordinary people who had
lost their livelihoods and their homes. The concern, as Frances
explained to me, began to disappear in the late 1990s, when a language
about entitlement and the deserving and undeserving poor, and
scroungers gradually emerged. Nevertheless, she did not remember
that this kind of language would have dominated the public life in the
early 1990s. Having said this, in the next section | trace an array of
different institutional and public domains within which Polish ‘refugee’
discourses were constituted after the 1989. My materials indicate that
the establishment of mechanisms to manage forced migration in post-
socialist Poland in the first half of the 1990s was a process dominated

by a certain openness, generosity towards and curiosity about refugees.

With the fall of the Iron Curtain, an increasing amount of refugees
started to arrive in Poland. According to my inquiries into the issue,
the first large group of ‘post-socialist’ immigrants-refugees came in
1990. This group consisted of around one thousand people who had
fled from the Arab world. They did not want to settle in Poland but
travelled through post-socialist Europe in order to get to Scandinavia,
most often to Sweden. These people did not have Swedish visas and,
since Poland was not classified by United Nations as a ‘dangerous’

country anymore, Swedish immigration authorities deported them back
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to Poland. In 1990, there were not any refugee-asylum accommodation
facilities in Central-Eastern Europe. A temporary asylum centre was
quickly built in order to take care of deportees from Sweden. This

asylum centre was situated in Swinoujscie, a seaport on the Baltic Sea.

Official refugee statistics do not include the exact number of refugees
in Swinoujscie. Existing statistics only document the number and
nationality of refugees-asylum seekers in Poland from 1992. Statistic
evidence provides some material for reflection on the migration flows
on the territory of Poland in the first half of the 1990s. However, it is
almost certain that migration flows through in Poland soon after the fall
of the Iron Curtain were much more complex than the image that such

official statistics provide.

Nationality 1992 1993 1994 1995
AFGHANISTAN 3 5 7 73
ARMENIA 44 78 257 151
BOSNIA-HERZEGOVINA 137 554 37 14
IRAQ 30 9 34 57
RUSSIA 24 7 28 85
ROMANIA 6 --- 1 11
SRI LANKA --- --- 1 60
OTHER 324 169 172 394
Total number of asylum
seekers 568 822 537 845

Figure 4 - Number and nationality of asylum seekers in Poland between
1992 and 1995. Source: Polish Office for Foreigners.

To elaborate on the last point, scholars have persuasively argued that,
as a part of post-socialist Central-Eastern Europe, Poland should not be
automatically taken for a ‘typical’ country of immigration, comparable
to the liberal democratic countries in Western Europe in the first half

of the 1990s. Instead, scholars argue, the area of Central-Eastern
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Europe should be understood as a ‘buffer zone’ conjoining its
neighbours to the east and to the west economically, politically and
socially (Wallace, Sidorenko, & Chmouliar, 1997). | could identify the
argument of the buffer zone when carrying out my own research. In
the archives, | found a few reports that were published by United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and International
Organization for Migration (IOM) in the 1990s. The central theme of
these reports was that most asylum seekers do not stay in Poland but
use the country as a transit space on the route to countries in western

and northern Europe.

When the very first refugees appeared in post-socialist Poland, they
found themselves in a legal limbo, as national laws did not recognise
then who was and who was not a refugee. Polish parliament ratified the
1951 Geneva Convention only in 1991, in reaction to the increasing
number of stateless persons on Polish territory and in response to
increasing pressure from the international political community.
Interestingly, Szczepanikova claims that, when the Czechoslovak MPs
gathered to ratify the 1951 Geneva Convention in 1990, there was
certain excitement in parliament.” A large part of the newly
established political elite, Sczepanikova explains, had been anti-
communist dissidents themselves and hence felt a strong sense of
obligation to protect refugees (Szczepanikova, 2010, pp. 4-5). With
regard to Polish MP’s, they gave asylum seekers the right to have
access to public health services, educational services, and social
benefits. In other words, Polish parliament acknowledged that the

rights of refugees were, in some respects, equal to the rights of Polish

'3 Like Poland, CSSR was not a signatory of the 1951 Geneva Convention
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citizens. Further, the number of refugees granted asylum in Poland
shortly after socialism was relatively high. According to the statistics,
between 1992 and 1995 Polish authorities granted 632 people refugee
status and 994 asylum procedures were interrupted, in most cases
because the authorities had lost contact with the applicant. In short, it
seems that, like in Czechoslovakia, large sections of both the Polish
elite and wider society felt a sense of obligation towards refugees

because of their previous negative experiences of socialism.

In the early 1990s, also the legislation and institutional and
technological infrastructure to receive refugees did not exist. The
institution that took responsibility for assisting deportees from Sweden
was the Ministry of Health and Social Care (Pl. Ministerstwo Zdrowia i
Opieki Spotecznej). In 1991, political responsibility for refugees was given
to the Ministry of Interior Affairs (Pl. Ministerstwo Spraw Wewnetrznych).
In 1992, the first regular asylum reception and accommodation centre
designed according to international western standards, Debak-Podkowa
Lesna, was opened on the site of a former military base near
Warszawa. | do not have extensive data documenting the experience
of asylum policies in Poland in the first half of the 1990s but,
interestingly, when | was in Poland | had a chance to talk to an
immigrant of Armenian nationality who had spent some time in Dgbak
in 1994. Born in Nagorno-Karabakh, this man arrived in Poland in
1988. Later, he applied for asylum since he could not return because of
the war. This man told me that when he applied for asylum there was
not a requirement to stay in the asylum centre. On the contrary, | was
told, after a couple of weeks he was released and continued in the

business he had begun.

92



In the mid-1990s, the first local scholars and researchers started to
visit the Polish asylum centres. In 1995 and 1996, psychologist Halina
Grzymafa-Moszczynska and sociologist Ewa Nowicka conducted
research in four asylum facilities. The outcomes of their research were
published in 1998 in a book which translates as ‘Guests and Hosts: The
Problem of Cultural Adaptation in Refugee Camps and in Local
Communities’ (Pl. Goscie i gospodarze: problem adaptacji kulturowej w
obozach dla uchodzcéw oraz otaczajqcych je spotecznosciach lokalnych).
Researchers perceived themselves as pioneers. In this book they write
that the main purpose of their research was to find out what was
actually happening in the newly established asylum centres. Another
piece of research was conducted in Debak by a collective hired by
Amnesty International (Al). These researchers interviewed several
asylum seekers from Kosovo, Sri Lanka, Nagorno-Karabakh, Georgia,
Somalia, and Bosnia. The results of this project were published in 1998
in a book which translates as ‘Refugees Speak’ (Pl. Uchodzcy méwiq).
What caught my attention while reading this book was that its authors
did not define themselves as professionals that treated refugees as
objects of their inquiry. Rather than being full of researchers’
observations, points, and analyses, this wonderful book contains

refugees’ own paintings, narratives, letters, and poems.

To conclude, in the first half of the 1990s, Polish authorities did not
seem to keep a particularly tight control over asylum seekers. Instead,
it seems, they were more concerned with refugees’ human rights and
needs. One possible explanation for this may be that the political
climate in the early 1990s could influence also the way refugees were
treated. Another possible explanation can be found in Szczepanikova’s

study, which broadly shows that the first half of the 1990s was in
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Czechoslovakia, and later in the Czech Republic, a period characterised
by welcoming attitudes towards refugees. According to Szczepanikova,
the formation of the Czech asylum system, which was created
immediately after socialism ended, was underpinned not only by the
actual need to manage forced migration flows and protect refugees but
also by the larger task of building a new post-socialist society and
national identity. She also explains that asylum in the post-socialist
Czech Republic was a ‘ticket to the world of civilised nations’
(Szczepanikova, 2010, pp. 4-6). Given the similarities between the
Czech and Polish contexts, Szczepanikova’s explanation may account
also for the liberal qualities of the Polish asylum system in the early

1990s.

The Tightening of Asylum Policies

In Patterns of Migration in Central Europe, Wallace (2001) persuasively
argues that it is still reasonable to conceptualise the region of Central-
Eastern Europe as a buffer zone during the second half of the 1990s.
Firstly, she thinks of this region in terms of the economic buffer
between east and west. Further, she thinks of it as a migration buffer
consituted by labour migrants and refugees who had been excluded
from the labour markets and asyum systems in Western Europe
(Wallace, 2001, pp. 77-78). Last, Wallace, importanty, considers this
region as an institutional buffer in which institutions, policies and laws
are built with the help of European donations and according to western
models, and in which the political and economic reform is nurtured by
the Central-Eastern European states’ desire to join the European

Union (Wallace, 2001, pp. 76-78). The results of my own archival
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research indicate that the costiution of the institutional buffer meant, in
relation to refugees, the gradual enclosure of a newly built asylum

system.

The first signs of enclosure of the Polish asylum system appeared in
1993. As Poland agreed to respect the international legal standards for
the management of forced migration, the so-called ‘readmission
agreements’ were also signed. The purpose of these agreements was to
facilitate the return of refugees who had applied for asylum in Poland,
crossed the external Polish border, and stayed on in the territory of
another ‘safe’ country. Poland signed readmission agreements with the
Schengen Area member states as well as with most other countries in
Europe. Initially, the effect of these agreements was rather weak, as the
agreements did not prevent most refugees from using Poland as a
transit area. But soon Poland came under pressure from the Schengen
Area where asylum systems had already tightened. The country that
particularly exerted pressure on Poland was neighbouring Germany. In
1993, Polish authorities signed a new separate readmission contract
with Germany in which they committed themselves to accept
deportees and to inform them properly about the possibilities and

obligations related to asylum in Poland.

In order to meet the conditions for EU membership, in the second half
of the 1990s, Poland committed itself to integrate ‘European-western’
legal standards concerning anti-corruption and equal opportunities
laws, antidiscrimination measures, etc. As a part of the process, in
1997, Polish parliament ratified a new Polish Aliens’ Law (Pl. Ustawa z
dnia 25 czerwca 1997 r. o cudzoziemcach). The Aliens’ Law laid down
‘the principles and conditions governing the entry into, transit through,

residence in, and departure from the territory of the Republic of
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Poland as it applied to aliens as well as to the agencies with jurisdiction
over these matters.” The law clarified institutional responsibilities
towards refugees. It also paid particular attention, for instance, to the
process of documenting an applicant’s identity by means of
photographs and fingerprints, exposing them to surveillance techniques,
which had existed also under socialism in relation to Polish citizens.
This law was amended in 200] in order to bring the Polish asylum
system even closer to EU standards. Substantial financial help sourced

from Phare Horizontal Programme facilitated this.

In the context of a clearly formulated ambition to join the European
Union, the act was integrated into national law, emphasising asylum
seekers’ rights and obligations. The nature of these changes and
developments was immediately reflected on the national asylum
statistics. First of all, in the second half of the 1990s, the number of
asylum seekers registered with Polish authorities grew substantially:
each year there were more than three thousand asylum applications. It
is known that refugees-migrants registered with Polish authorities in
the second half of the 1990s arrived in the country usually through the
Balkans or through the area of the former Soviet Union. What the
growing number of immigrants registered with the Polish asylum
system indicates is that to them the only option they had for entering
and staying in the country was to apply for asylum. If they had not
applied for asylum they would have been, in accordance with the new

asylum regulations, probably deported.
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Nationality 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
AFGHANISTAN 488 638 335 577 301
ARMENIA 354 482 1007 888 844
IRAQ 359 200 130 47 30
RUSSIA 63 50 52 125 1182
ROMANIA 13 26 12 214 907
SRI LANKA 630 881 641 93 44
OTHER 1276 1303 1246 1117 1354
Total number of
asylum seekers 3210 3580 3423 3061 4662

Figure 5 - Number and nationality of asylum seekers in Poland between
1996 and 2000. Source: Polish Office for Foreigners.

Despite the fact that in the second half of the 1990s the number of
people labelled as asylum seekers in Poland substantially grew, the
number of people who were granted full Convention status remained
very low each year. The low number of those granted refugee statuses
might 