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The concept of “transit” is an understudied phenomenon in migration studies. Transit is not necessarily a linear and unidirectional temporal movement from origin to destination countries, nor is it a clearly demarcated event in time and space. This article examines the complex dimensions of transit, that is, the geospatial, social, economic, psychological, and relational aspects that both shape and are being shaped by asylum seekers. Drawing on a unique qualitative phenomenological approach, the study utilizes an in-depth case narrative to trace and analyze the transit of Mamadou, a Guinean 26-year-old male asylum seeker in France. The salient themes of the narrative fall into five parts: (1) Triggers of transit; (2) Transit as a survival strategy; (3) The complex legal hurdles of asylum; (4) The politics of discomfort and dispersal; and (5) Acts of resistance. Throughout the narrative, an analytic lens is interwoven as informed by relevant literature. The results highlight how Mamadou's migration trajectory is characterized by various cycles of trauma, while he simultaneously employs survival, livelihood, and resistance strategies to confront and overcome these different forms of trauma. This paper highlights the much-needed call to depoliticize transit through adopting a pragmatic approach to asylum that promotes a virtuous cycle of policies, which contribute to the wellbeing and integration of asylum seekers.
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Introduction

While migration is commonly thought of as crossing borders between nations, the scope of international migration is smaller than conceptualized, as only about 3.5% of the global population lived in a different country than where they were born in 2020 (McAuliffe and Triandafyllidou, 2021). An asylum seeker is recognized as “a person who has left their country and is seeking protection from persecution and serious human rights violations in another country, but who hasn't yet been legally recognized as a refugee and is waiting to receive a decision on their asylum claim” (Amnesty International, 2024).

Conflict in Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, Yemen, the Republic of Guinea and other countries have contributed to a growing number of individuals who are seeking asylum in European countries (Buonfino, 2004; United Nations, 2016; Krzyżanowski et al., 2018; Sajjad, 2018; Grande et al., 2019; Castelli Gattinara and Zamponi, 2020; Lauwers et al., 2021; UNHCR, 2021; Castañeda, 2022). This influx of asylum seekers has been continually framed as a “refugee crisis,” which inherently problematizes those seeking refuge (Buonfino, 2004; Grande et al., 2019; Castelli Gattinara and Zamponi, 2020; Castañeda, 2022). While refugees arrive in their new host country with pre-approved protection status or receive this status when granted asylum in the country, asylum seekers live in a state of liminality for an indefinite and usually prolonged period as they await the outcome of their asylum case (Constant and Zimmermann, 2016; Havrylchyk and Ukrayinchuk, 2017). They lack legal and social security within their new host country (Constant and Zimmermann, 2016). In France, 149,511 asylum applications were registered on December 31, 2023, 6.4% more than at the end of the previous year (Forum Réfugiés, 2024). The top five countries of origin in 2023 with the most asylum seekers in France were: Afghanistan, Guinea, Turkey, Ivory Coast, and Bangladesh (Forum Réfugiés, 2024).

The concept of “transit” in migration studies is garnering increasing attention with much of the focus on how transit is embedded in the overall migration trajectories of individuals from the Global South who are in limbo in the Global North, or experiencing violent border regimes and/or immobility at the borders (Mountz et al., 2002; Agier, 2011; De Leon and Wells, 2015; Crawley et al., 2018; Walia, 2021; Laakkonen, 2022; Riva, 2022). However, migration trajectories are not necessarily linear and unidirectional temporal movements from origin to destination countries, nor are they clearly demarcated events in time and space (Castagnone, 2011; Crawley and Jones, 2021). To date, there is no clear and consistent definition of the concept of “transit” in the extant migration literature. In its earliest conceptualization, Düvell (2012) referred to it as “blurred, politicized concept that is closely related to processes identified with the internationalization or externalization of European Union migration policies.”

More recently, critical migration scholars have begun to unpack the complexity of transit as part of the “complex mobility puzzle” that can vary in duration and be reiterated events, occur at any stage of the migration trajectory, and transpire within Africa as well as within Europe (Castagnone, 2011; Fontanari, 2018; Snel et al., 2021). The idea that asylum seekers in transit are simply moving “in-between” countries ignores the fact that asylum seekers often stay in various spaces within a country for indefinite periods of time and cultivate livelihoods in these spaces. In this sense, being in “transit” may, therefore, include various spaces in one or more countries (i.e., multispatial), in various directions (i.e., multidirectional), and for varying periods of time (i.e., multitemporal) before deciding or being forced to move on. Those seeking asylum often find themselves “caught in… (im)mobility” (Fontanari, 2018, p. 172). Migration scholars have highlighted how asylum seekers' experience of “transit” is internalized by experiences of moving (Khosravi, 2010), waiting (Bissell, 2007), being stuck (Brekke and Brochmann, 2015), crossing borders (Coutin, 2005), or “fragmented circuits,” which “occur both in time and space” (Fontanari, 2018, p. 76).

The precarious, unpredictable, and open-ended nature of transit significantly affects the migration trajectories of asylum seekers. We, therefore, define transit as a series of actions and experiences with indefinite beginnings and ends that are shaped by the subjectivities and social relationships of each asylum seeker as well as the structural factors that impede or control their mobility. These structural factors include the national migrant laws and local reception management policies and practices that influence the asylum seekers' experiences in a particular space. Moreover, the temporary nature of transit impedes asylum seekers from participating in long-term planning or pursuing future projects (Fontanari, 2018). The experiences of asylum seekers, in turn, allows us to conceptualize transit as related to both “transition(s)” (e.g., between legal categories, such as asylum seeker to refugee; between expectations and reality; or between various relationships), and “transiting” (e.g., between countries, places). Our study draws on a qualitative phenomenological approach to trace and analyze in-depth the transit experiences of a Guinean 26-year-old male asylum seeker in France.



Methods


Design

The study utilized a qualitative phenomenological methodology grounded in an idiographic approach to research, which explores how an asylum seeker experienced transit. This methodology concerns itself with the specific and unique richness of the transit phenomenon as understood by the asylum seeker. The aim of phenomenology is to explore and capture the meaning of the phenomenon through analysis of the participant's “lived experience” (Moustakas, 1994). The term “lived experience” refers to a participant's narrative account or the story of their experience, told in their own words (Moustakas, 1994). Fundamentally, phenomenology seeks to understand the essence of the individual's experience.



Data collection

The study utilized an in-depth case narrative to trace and analyze the transit experiences of a Guinean 26-year-old male asylum seeker named Mamadou (pseudonym) in France. In line with Collins (2017) research, migrant narratives “allow researchers and migrants themselves to piece together accounts of movement that cut across geographic and temporal settings.” The first author conducted six interviews in French with Mamadou between September 2019 and February 2020 in a private room at a local library in Lyon. The chosen language for the interviews was French given that the participant was fluent in the language and comfortable sharing his experiences in that language. Each interview was audio recorded and lasted ~2 h. A collaborative partnership with Habitat et Humanisme, a community-based organization that serves vulnerable community members, including asylum seekers and refugees, facilitated trust and relationality with participants as well as the participant recruitment process. The first two semi-structured interviews were dedicated to Mamadou's narrative of the pre-migration experience, followed by two interviews relating to his fleeing experience, and the latter two interviews focusing on his post-migration experiences. This process enabled a rich and in-depth understanding of this asylum seeker's transit experiences.

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of the Université de Lyon. The participant was offered a comprehensive description of the study, including its purpose and the data collection process. The first author also explained to the interviewee that participation was voluntary, and that the participant could withdraw from the study at any time without repercussions to the receipt of current or future services. Written consent was obtained prior to the interviews. Protection of confidentiality was assured through the deidentification process and secure storage of all information.



Data analysis

Data collection and analysis were iterative processes. The first author first transcribed the interviews and then translated the French transcripts to English. A professional bilingual translator checked the transcripts for accuracy by performing a thorough line-by-line quality check on all the transcripts as she listened to each interview audio recording and edited any translation errors. The English transcripts were then analyzed utilizing narrative analysis (Riessman, 1993). We began by creating initial codes as we read each transcript and then collapsed these initial codes into higher order codes that reflected emergent themes. We had multiple data analytic group sessions that allowed us to refine the themes. The participant constructed his narrative of transit from his own personal experience, and subsequently, we interpreted the construction of that narrative. We selected this approach as it allowed us to unpack the complex themes related transit that were salient in the participant's lived experience.




Results

Mamadou's transit experience is analyzed as a four-part narrative: (1) Triggers of transit; (2) Transit as a survival strategy; (3) The complex legal hurdles of asylum; (4) The politics of discomfort and dispersal; and (5) Acts of resistance. Throughout the narrative we interweave an analytic lens informed by relevant literature from migration studies.


Part 1: Triggers of transit

Mamadou was born and raised in the Republic of Guinea, a coastal country in West Africa. Guinea is bordered by Guinea-Bissau to the northwest, Senegal to the north, Mali to the northeast, Côte d'Ivoire to the southeast, and Liberia and Sierra Leone to the south. Guinea, under the name French Guinea, was a part of French West Africa until it gained independence in 1958. Mamadou lived with his mother and siblings and his father. He is from a large ethnic group known as the Fulani or Fulbe (Peul in French), who speak different local languages and have different cultural practices than the other ethnic groups in the country, namely the Malinké and the Soussou.



The complex triggers of transit

During civil protests between October 2019 and July 2020, the Guinean government persecuted the Fulani ethnic group, including killing and arresting young people for being a part of the protests. Mamadou stated that even though he did not choose to be Fulani, they still discriminated against and harassed him. He believed that the West (namely, France and the United States) recognize the atrocities committed by the Guinean president, yet they knowingly support him despite these offenses. He recounted how he and his family had endured many traumatic and violent experiences at the hands of those in power in Guinea due to their Fulani membership. In Mamadou's home neighborhood, there were 130 Fulani youth who were killed, including his brother who had lost his life by a flying bullet. Many women that Mamadou knew, including his mother and sisters, had been victims of sexual violence and rape.

At the peak of the tension, four police officers arrived at Mamadou's home and wrongfully accused him and his mother of crimes they did not commit. His mother attempted to defend Mamadou, and as a result, she was raped in front of her family members. Following this event, the police arrested Mamadou and transported him to the worst prison in the country where he was imprisoned for seven months. Even within the prison, an ethnic divide existed, and as such, Mamadou was violently beaten during his imprisonment.

In addition to this violence, Mamadou recounted the inhumane prison conditions, stating that his prison cell “was unfit for a dog, with little lighting and no toilet or sink.” Mamadou recalled that he slowly became “a skeleton.” One day, during a prison riot, Mamadou was able to escape from the prison. He stated, “The idea to go to Europe I did not have at the time. I was not sure where I was going, all I knew was that I had to save my life.” Snel et al. (2021) describe a Eurocentric bias in migration literature highlighting that it often denies the reality that some migrants never intend to move to Europe. In this case, Mamadou was unclear about his destination, he was simply fleeing to survive.



Cycles of trauma

In Mamadou's narrative, we observe that the decision to migrate was not a pre-planned and exclusively voluntary one, but rather a desperate move to seek safety and protection. Refugees and asylum seekers are often forced to flee their home countries due to violence, war, lack of basic needs including food security and healthcare access, as well as ever-changing environmental challenges, persecution, and overall danger to wellbeing and ability to flourish (Toma and Castagnone, 2015; Silove et al., 2017; Hynie, 2018; Cantekin, 2019; Lusk et al., 2021; Willen et al., 2021). In his recollection of his escape from prison, Mamadou said, “Many people misjudge the motivation of asylum seekers and think we are here [in France] primarily due to poverty. Many of us here are not fleeing misery. We can manage misery. Even in France, there is misery and poverty, but what we are fleeing is the violence.”

The complex pre-migration circumstances as well as the transit experiences of migrants once they leave their country of origin can result in psychological distress and post-traumatic stress, which impact their ability to function and flourish in their new environments (Ryan et al., 2008; Lien et al., 2010; Bakker et al., 2014; Constant and Zimmermann, 2016; Crawley and Skleparis, 2018; Sajjad, 2018; Cantekin, 2019; Stuart and Nowosad, 2020). The different forms of trauma that asylum seekers continue to undergo in transit are also crucial to recognize beyond and separate from previously endured traumas throughout the other phrases of their migration trajectory (Hynie, 2018). Transit is, therefore, characterized by various cycles of trauma—pre-, during, and post-migration—that negatively harm the mental health and wellbeing of asylum seekers, and these impacts can vary in terms of their severity (Figure 1) (Bogic et al., 2012; Hynie, 2018; Stuart and Nowosad, 2020).
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FIGURE 1
 Cycles of trauma and health consequences of migration.




Part 2: Transit as a survival strategy

As Mamadou described, transit was a “survival strategy” triggered by the violence and persecution that he endured in his country. From Guinea, a truck driver took Mamadou to the neighboring country of Mali and then to the North African country of Algeria. Upon his arrival in Algeria, Mamadou discovered that the Algerian government was sending Fulani Guineans back to Guinea. He ended up meeting a Guinean man who he worked for a few weeks who then gave him a ride to Libya. He described Libya as having “no government and no stability.” There he was enslaved for about 2 months where he was forced to work and received no financial compensation. He recounted his transit experience in Libya: “There were many people in this place. We all had to work. We were given small meals at the end of the day. We all slept there too on the ground on top of makeshift beds. I was cold at night. I barely slept.” He also described how he had endured extreme physical and mental torture while in Libya. His capturers told him that if he wanted to leave Libya, he would have to have his family send money. He was able to get in contact with Guinean family members who were able to send some money. As such, Mamadou paid a Libyan man to take him back to Algeria.

Mamadou's narrative revealed that his transit in the continent of Africa was not completely linear nor unidirectional from point A to point B as his return to Algeria after his time in Libya displayed a pattern of circular movement (Fontanari, 2018; Snel et al., 2021). Mamadou experienced multiple “transits” to various countries with no clear destination in mind, as he was influenced by the set of adverse circumstances in which he found himself. In other words, he did not predetermine these destinations, but found himself caught in transit as a means to survive. As he discovered the conditions in these countries and endured more trauma—for instance, strict internal migration controls that prevented him from staying in Algeria to a context of degradation and exploitation in Libya—transit became a “survival strategy” he continued to employ as he sought safety and protection for his life.


Survival or death

Mamadou's transit was also influenced by the people who he met along his path. While in Algeria the second time, he learned about people who smuggled people to Europe and obtained information on how to cross the Mediterranean Sea. He paid a few smugglers a deposit and agreed to pay them the remainder when he was in Europe. He recalled his transit to Europe on an inflatable boat with about 100 people in it, all of whom were as desperate as he was to seek protection and safety. He recounted, “I remember there was a woman with a baby and there were so many people on the boat. Some people were getting crushed. Not everyone was able to survive these conditions. I saw death around me.” He ended up making it to Italy where he stayed at a migrant camp for about 3 months.

Mamadou's migration trajectory was marked by trauma, negative psychological and physical health outcomes, and stress (Renner et al., 2020; Figure 1). He had already endured trauma prior to migration and during his transit endured new cycles of trauma. Mamadou related his experience, “I fled my country leaving behind a bunch of problems only to encounter a new set of problems and no protection, which forced me to keep moving.” While asylum seekers, like Mamadou, are exposed to violence prior to their journeys, they continue to undergo trauma at each stage of their relocation (Lusk et al., 2021; Figure 1). According to the European Union (EU), as of 2022 nearly 330,000 asylum-seekers have crossed into Europe through perilous border crossing means (Frontex, 2023). Nearly 15,000 of these crossings occurred in the Western Mediterranean (Frontex, 2023) and represent the hazardous and traumatic nature of transit that many asylum seekers experience, resulting in an estimated 29,000 deaths in the Mediterranean since 2014.




The non-linear transit in Europe

Mamadou's narrative revealed the nature of transit within North Africa and to Europe as dangerous and unpredictable. Subsequently, even when he arrived in Europe, his transit was difficult and non-linear. Mamadou was first brought to a migrant camp in Italy. From the camp, Mamadou went to the city of Milan in northern Italy where he experienced hunger and homelessness. No one was willing to help him. While in Milan, other Africans explained to him how to get to France. He ended up meeting an Italian man who spoke a little French who smuggled people to the border town of Nice on the southeastern coast of France. In Nice, he was stopped by the police and was brought back to Italy, therefore again displaying the circular nature of transit. While in Italy, Mamadou met a group of African and Albanese asylum seekers who were headed to Switzerland. He decided to follow suit. He met a man who spoke French who was willing to drive him across the border to Switzerland with another Fulani asylum seeker who paid for his ride. In Switzerland, he was again detained by police and returned once again to Italy, which again exemplifies how structural migration controls affect the transit of asylum seekers. He then stayed in Italy for about a month, and then traveled back to Switzerland again. A week later, he crossed the border into Germany alone, a decision that was influenced by the local residents telling him that life was too complicated for asylum seekers in Switzerland. He ended up spending 5 years in Germany.

Mamadou's transit to multiple locations in Europe varied in duration and was characterized by a few reiterated events (e.g., went to Italy, France, and Switzerland twice). His narrative displayed how individualized circumstances evolve for different asylum seekers, including the external forces that cause individuals to move and impact their decisions about where to relocate (Arriola Vega, 2021; Snel et al., 2021). Transit for Mamadou was an ever-changing process that involved “multiple paths, gateways, entry and exit points, and territories en route to the country of resettlement” (Yildiz and Sert, 2021; Figure 2). Fontanari (2018) refers to this transit as a sort of “temporal prison” of uncertainty related to asylum seekers' legal condition that keeps them on the move without a clear direction.
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FIGURE 2
 Mamadou's non-linear migration trajectory in Africa and Europe.




Part 3: The complex legal hurdles of asylum

In addition to experiencing temporary living accommodations, asylum seekers have a precarious legal status. Mamadou was first fingerprinted in Italy, and it took almost a year for him to learn that he had been denied asylum in Italy. Following his non-linear transit throughout Europe (Figure 2), Mamadou settled in Germany to seek asylum, as he perceived this EU-state as more likely to grant him legal status than other neighboring countries. Various countries throughout the EU are characterized by different acceptance rates, and Germany at the time was known to have a high acceptance rate of asylum seekers (Bordignon and Moriconi, 2017).

When an asylum seeker is unlikely to be granted asylum within the Dublin Regulation, this enables “incentives for moving on within Europe” (Toma and Castagnone, 2015). In the case of Mamadou, like other asylum seekers who are first rejected from the EU-state where they first entered, he actively navigated his surroundings with the aim of achieving protection and security within the complex dynamics of migration policies (Crawley and Hagen-Zanker, 2019; Bartel et al., 2020; Kuschminder, 2021).

He was also denied asylum in Germany, and thus, appealed the decision. However, he was rejected a second time. Despite the 5 years that he had spent in the country, Mamadou's life was uprooted again. He recounted, “I felt I wasted 5 years of my life. In Germany, I played soccer. I went to school for job training. I learned the language. I had friends. I had a life. Now I feel like a nobody starting from zero.” As Mamadou was forced to leave, he made his transit back to France again, thus displaying how the current legal policies contributed to circular migration (Figure 2). The policies led some asylum seekers to move on to other countries in search of security, while others were transferred back to their first destination, thus creating forced circular transit. The prolonged asylum process throughout the EU, as influenced by the Dublin procedure, has created a never-ending system of limbo for asylum seekers across the region (Fassin, 2005).

Mamadou's reflection of feeling defeated also revealed the new cycle of trauma of having to be on the move again and experiencing uncertainty and exclusion. He stated, “I have no asylum and no papers to be here permanently. Without papers, I have no identity. Having these legal papers would allow me to be safe, to work and have more rights, maybe I could then form a family in the future. I could somehow have a normal life.” He continued by explaining that he wanted to work, “I do not want the government to give me money. I want to go to work! I want to do something here. I feel I spend a lot of time doing nothing. Taking French classes twice a week is not enough. I am waiting, that is all I do.” This time in France, Mamadou was trapped in a space of legal and socio-economic limbo again despite the European Union's efforts to harmonize asylum policies across member-states.

Due to uneven distribution of those seeking asylum across the EU, the European Council created the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) in 1999, based on the principles outlined in the Geneva Convention. As a result, the CEAS was developed to harmonize asylum policies across the EU (European Commission, n.d.). One of its legislative instruments is known as the Dublin Regulation, which establishes the EU-state responsible for examining asylum application. In sum, the EU-state which first finger-printed an asylum seeker, that is the country of entry, is responsible for accepting or rejecting the asylum seeker, thereby preventing transfer of asylum seekers from one country within the EU to another (Constant and Zimmermann, 2016). In practice, however, the Dublin Regulation has contributed to a lack of responsibility region-wide for asylum seekers and has significantly increased waiting periods for asylum seekers (Bartel et al., 2020), as we observed in the case of Mamadou.

The negative impact of current migration policies is reflected in Mamadou's forced transit. As he states, “These [migration] policies have not yet changed. We continue to suffer here in France even though France calls itself a “country of human rights.” There is a humanitarian crisis.” Current migration policies in the EU represent a vicious cycle, which bars asylum seekers from social and economic integration and increased social isolation, and in turn, harms the health and wellbeing of asylum seekers (Sales, 2002; Phillimore and Goodson, 2006; Havrylchyk and Ukrayinchuk, 2017). Mamadou further stated, “What I need most is for people to understand my situation, for the government to understand my situation and to create policies that help asylum seekers instead of hurting us.” Figure 3 depicts a vicious cycle of migration policies and their impact on the lives of asylum seekers who are living in transit with no clear path forward vs. a virtuous cycle of migration policies that facilitate asylum seekers' social integration and improve their health and wellbeing.
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FIGURE 3
 Vicious and virtuous cycles of migration policies and their impact.




Part 4: The politics of discomfort and dispersal

During his first arrival in Italy while at the migrant camp, Mamadou described how there was frequently a lack of water as well as food in the camp for all the asylum seekers. He recounted, “There were days when I did not even have water to drink. They had run out of clean water and the local restaurants and residents outside the camp refused to give me water. There was also not enough food for us. I went hungry for many days.” Kreichauf (2018) coined the term “campization” to describe the increasingly normalized use of temporary living situations across the EU. These camps “[function] to territorialize, marginalize, contain, and deter” and work to mark the asylum seeker's position in society, which is in line with the alienation of those seeking asylum (Kreichauf, 2018). Applied to Mamadou's situation in the Italian camp, he was forced into a state and space of discomfort to undermine, negate, and challenge a sense of belonging.



Inhumane living conditions and continual temporality

These inhumane living conditions are representative of internal deterrence policies referred to by critical migration scholars as the “politics of discomfort” meant to marginalize asylum seekers, remind them of their uncertain status, and deter future asylum seekers from following in their footsteps (Guiraudon, 2018; FitzGerald, 2020; Glorius and Doomernik, 2020; Zill et al., 2021; Papatzani et al., 2022). These policies aim to exclude asylum seekers from the economic, political, social, and/or legal rights granted only to French citizens (Boswell, 2003; Darling, 2011; Zill et al., 2021).

As part of the larger scheme of “the politics of discomfort,” these camps are designed in accordance with racially charged discourses and laws throughout Europe (Kreichauf, 2018; Zill et al., 2021). Mamadou described how he had experienced discrimination and racism at the migrant camp in Italy. It was clear to him and other migrants, he recounted, how local Italian residents did not want asylum seekers settling in the camp close to their residential area.

After 5 years in Germany in social and legal limbo, Mamadou moved on to France where he faced a new set of challenges. He was homeless for 2 months in Paris where he slept in a tent under bridges and in parks. He was eventually able to gain assistance from a non-profit organization, which helped him in his transit to Lyon. For about a year, Mamadou and other asylum seekers lived in shipping containers that were transformed into temporary housing accommodations for asylum seekers and were not meant for permanent residence (Figure 4). The structural foundation of the shipping container was faulty due to poor craftsmanship, and caused consistent water leakage from the roof, which prevented Mamadou from sleeping well at night. A fellow asylum seeker who lived with him also had a persistent cough caused by these poor living conditions. As such, once again his living conditions revealed the “politics of discomfort” that many asylum seekers encounter in transit (Boswell, 2003; Guiraudon, 2018; FitzGerald, 2020; Glorius and Doomernik, 2020; Zill et al., 2021).


[image: Figure 4]
FIGURE 4
 Transformed shipping container where Mamadou lived in France (Photo copyright: MDJ).


Mamadou was forced to “restart the integration process” living in various transit sites in France (Brekke and Brochmann, 2015; Havrylchyk and Ukrayinchuk, 2017). As defined by Fontanari (2018), these “transit sites” serve as temporary living spaces for recently arrived asylum seekers where people in transit are housed with those of similar temporal and precarious trajectories. Being forced to move to different cities in France and to several sites within these urban areas are elements of what critical migrant scholars have referred to as the “politics of dispersal” (Tazzioli, 2017). Mamadou experienced several transits to different cities in France (i.e., intercity dispersal), and various transit spaces within cities for different periods of time (i.e., intracity dispersal), including Lyon, where he was currently living (Figure 5).
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FIGURE 5
 Maps demonstrating politics of dispersal in France and Lyon.




Discrimination and deteriorating mental health

Beyond his lack of employment and housing challenges, Mamadou faced continual discrimination like his experiences in the Italian camp. He woke up one morning and discovered with other asylum seekers a sign with a xenophobic message that “asylum seekers are not wanted here” that had been plastered on the wall surrounding the containers. Mamadou stated, “People want us to leave, and we are blamed for all the bad things that happen in the neighborhood even if it is not us. We are even blamed for the dog poop on the sidewalk, and we do not even own a dog!”

Mamadou also felt marginalized from mainstream French society, stating that he had little opportunity to connect with French natives other than the staff and a few volunteers at the temporary housing shelter where he lived. He recounted, “No one approaches me. They [French people outside the migrant center] do not see me. They do not know me.” Mamadou described how his mental health steadily decreased following his transit back to France. He felt that he lacked a sense of purpose in his new environment, which caused him to feel depressed. In addition to depressive symptoms, Mamadou related how there were times when he felt overwhelmed and anxious. He stated, “There are moments when I feel I can't keep going. What is the point of starting all over again? What if the same thing happens and then I cannot stay here in France? Then what? It is harder to work toward future goals as I wait.”

A myriad of studies has examined the devastating psychological effects of transit for asylum seekers (Sourander, 2003; Ryan et al., 2009; Hynie, 2018; De Jesus and Hernandes, 2019). For example, depression and anxiety rates among asylum seekers have been found to be as high as 69 and 70%, respectively (Sourander, 2003; Ryan et al., 2009). Despite his declining mental health, Mamadou mentioned that he would not give up. His main priority was to feel safe and at peace. He explained that he needed protection and could not return to Guinea, although he understood that there was no guarantee to obtain asylum. He stated, “Certain people who have a right to protection are rejected. This bothers me given what is happening in my country Guinea.”



Part 5: Acts of resistance

While navigating the difficulties of transit, asylum seekers also employed various resistance and livelihood strategies to confront the hurdles they faced (Figure 6).
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FIGURE 6
 Asylum seekers endure cycles of trauma during transit and employ strategies of survival, livelihood, and resistance.


For example, Mamadou relied on informal local social networks such as his relationships with other asylum seekers as well as formal social networks such as staff at the camp for emotional, social, and tangible support. He also obtained moral support from his transnational networks by maintaining connections via WhatsApp with his family members in his country of origin. These social networks were representative of the forms of social capital that asylum seekers rely upon as acts of resistance to survive and live amid the challenges of being in transit. While many asylum seekers in transit have been depicted as “agency-less” actors, Mamadou's lived experience displayed the opposite, that is, he showed a strong sense of agency and employed strategies to survive and resist the structural constraints he encountered living in transit.

For instance, during this lengthy period of waiting in Germany (which ended up being close to 5 years), he developed his social network of friends who were asylum seekers from various countries as well as Germans of the same age group. These positive experiences were juxtaposed by the larger society's rejection of his belonging as an asylum seeker without legal status. Mamadou sought to integrate in his own way through forming connections with others around him. The choices that he makes living in transit are also reflective of his agency, which transpires as an act of resistance against the legal and social barriers that he encounters.

The process of seeking asylum, therefore, is not simply a result of passive decision-making but dynamic processes, which are shaped by a complex interaction between macro-, meso- and micro-level factors (Crawley and Hagen-Zanker, 2019). These factors include historical and geographical ties between the origin and host country as well as the economic, political, and social resources that asylum seekers can mobilize to their advantage in pursuit of asylum (Crawley and Hagen-Zanker, 2019). In the face of the legal barriers posed by the Dublin Regulation, Mamadou's expression of active engagement and self-agency in his transit is representative of strategies of resistance.

Although his asylum case had not yet been determined, he now considered France to be his new home and found ways to create a life for himself. He was able to get medication from a psychiatrist for his depression. He volunteered at the local library and was learning French. He was also slowly establishing new informal and formal social networks in France comprised of other asylum seekers and French staff and volunteers at several community-based organizations. He engaged in social activities and played soccer with his new friends. In addition, he stayed in touch with friends he had made while in Germany via social media, and hoped that 1 day in the future, he could travel to Germany to see them again.




Discussion

Our in-depth narrative analysis of Mamadou's transit experiences highlight the importance of conceptualizing transit beyond the geo-spatial linear process in which asylum seekers are depicted as moving from their countries of origin to their countries of destination (Crawley et al., 2018; Crawley and Jones, 2021; Snel et al., 2021). Transit encompasses the temporal, geospatial, sociocultural, economic, psychological, and relational aspects that influence the lives of asylum seekers. As study findings reveal, asylum seekers, like Mamadou, often stay in various spaces within a country for indeterminate periods of time and cultivate livelihoods in these spaces. The uncertain nature of transit deeply affects the migration trajectories of asylum seekers. Oftentimes structural barriers such as the national migrant laws and/or local reception and management policies contribute to the asylum seekers' experiences of transit (Fontanari, 2018).

As the politicization of international migration is driven by assumptions that migrants pose a threat to the national security and political stability of a nation-state, this creates discriminatory narratives and policies toward those seeking asylum (Fassin, 2005; Mulvey, 2010; Darling, 2011; Sajjad, 2018; Castelli Gattinara and Zamponi, 2020). Media discourses are often combined with visceral images and stories of migrants crossing borders, which then play an important role in shaping public opinion toward migration (McCann et al., 2023). These negative public opinions and perceptions regarding migration, in turn, influence the political climate in which policy decisions about the admission and treatment of migrants are made (Banulescu-Bogdan, 2022). As a result of this politicization, macro-level influences including migration policies that bar access to employment, stable housing, and other vital social services negatively affect asylum seekers' health and wellbeing (Mulvey, 2010; Darling, 2011).

Mamadou's narrative highlights how in Europe he experiences new cycles of trauma in transit, while he simultaneously exercises agency through several strategies—survival, livelihood, and resistance. The experiences of asylum seekers demonstrate the dynamic and changing nature of transit. Asylum seekers are “active navigators” who try to find their way in the often complex and dangerous situations they are confronted with Kuschminder (2021). Paradoxically, asylum seekers living in transit find ways to create livelihoods that maintain a sense of dignity in efforts of rationalizing an uncertain future. Their transit is often nonlinear and circular, as personal circumstances change, the context to which they move changes, and structural factors limit or facilitate their opportunities (Arriola Vega, 2021).

This study argues that in efforts of breaking the cycle of the negative impact of current vicious migration policies, the EU must garner the political will to transform their migration system of policies, procedures, and practices to treat asylum seekers with humanity (Brekke and Brochmann, 2015; Henrekson et al., 2020; De Jesus et al., 2023). Numerous countries throughout the EU, including France, are signatories of the United Nations High Commission on Forum Réfugiés (2024) Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol and, as a result, “share the same fundamental values and joint approach to guarantee high standards of protection for refugees” (European Commission, n.d.). The Common European Asylum System has established legal instruments to ensure that asylum seekers “are treated equally in an open and fair system—wherever they apply” (European Commission, n.d.). Despite attempts to establish an ever-increasingly harmonious system across the EU, it has never successfully harmonized its policies in relation to handling asylum affairs (Brekke and Brochmann, 2015; Henrekson et al., 2020). The reality of the lived experiences of those seeking asylum are far from the promises made within the 1951 Refugee Convention and the EU's ambitions to create a harmonized reception system for asylum seekers.

In addition, these policies do not reflect the actual realities on the ground, which prompt asylum seekers to flee in the first place. Asylum seekers are often grouped with economic migrants (Cummings et al., 2015; Léonard and Kaunert, 2019; Kang, 2021). Nevertheless, it is critical to recognize that not all asylum seekers are driven by economic factors, as many, like Mamadou, are driven by a desire to save their lives from the trauma and persecution they endure, which trigger their migration, regardless of economic circumstances (Kang, 2021).

Moreover, distinct conceptual categories that delineate “causes of migration” in the literature are not as clear-cut and practically significant when we analyze the narratives of asylum seekers. In reality, a person may simultaneously fit both categories because violence-torn regions are also devastated economically (Cummings et al., 2015; Léonard and Kaunert, 2019; Kang, 2021). As such, the generalized model inspired by labor migration does not fully describe an asylum seeker's decision-making (Kang, 2021). Moreover, those who move primarily for economic purposes tend to aspire to migrate to a specific location, while those seeking asylum have vague images of the destination, thus displaying the nonlinear and often circular transit patterns in their migration trajectories (Cummings et al., 2015; Kang, 2021). Policymakers continue to fail to recognize the lived experiences of asylum seekers, as stated by Mamadou in his narrative and thus, create policies that further exacerbate the psychological health and wellbeing of asylum seekers (Hynie, 2018).

Living in transit itself is inherently a powerful social determinant which impacts the health and wellbeing of migrants (De Jesus and Hernandes, 2019). Hence, we argue that it is necessary to depoliticize migration to facilitate a more effective process in formulating effective solutions and policies. One way to depoliticize migration is to adopt a pragmatic approach to migration policies, as demonstrated in the case of Portugal. In its policies, Portugal stands out among its European counterparts for working across government to treat migration as an opportunity instead of a problem, and to promote the hospitable reception of migrants of all skill levels (Mazzilli and Lowe, 2023).

Portugal has a history of sensible migration policies and exceptionally positive political narratives around migration. These reflect a long-standing agreement among mainstream parties not to politicize im/migration, based on the mutual understanding that migrants are needed to fill a key role in labor shortages, especially in a context of an aging and shrinking Portuguese population (Mazzilli and Lowe, 2023). Several campaigns have also been developed to foster pro-immigrant narratives, dating back to the “Immigrant Portugal. Tolerant Portugal” campaign in 2005 that followed the first large labor-related immigration wave from Eastern Europe (OECD, 2019). The Portuguese government and the European Commission also created “Strategy Portugal 2030,” as part of the overall national development strategy (Portugal, 2030). Key political figures have also spoken out to debunk negative stereotypes about immigration and promote positive discourse (Visintin et al., 2018). However, more recently, the rise of the far-right party named “Chega” (meaning “Enough”) led by André Ventura is a concern, as anti-migrant rhetoric and discrimination have increased since the party's emergence in 2019.

Alongside this practical rationale, positive political narratives on immigration have also been grounded on value-based arguments, which appeal to a sense of moral obligation (Mazzilli and Lowe, 2023). Community initiatives that aim to help individuals feel solidarity with newcomers and further their own goals—both economic and humanitarian—can also be constructive (Banulescu-Bogdan, 2022). While it may be unrealistic to eradicate all fear and anxiety about migration, it may be possible to defang it to the point that it is not the most salient concern.

Finding practical ways for communities to come together in common purpose can embed feelings of unity over the long term (Banulescu-Bogdan, 2022). For example, local leaders can create structured opportunities for migrants and native populations to have meaningful cultural exchanges through dialogue, food, dance and other traditions (see example of Fundão City in Portugal that integrated Afghan refugees; Barchfield, 2023). Another example is the University of Coimbra, that created a unique channel for refugee students and professionals to integrate into Portuguese society (United Nations Academic Impact, n.d.). These opportunities create foster relationality rather than creating an “us vs. them” categorization.

With an aim to depoliticize migration, we call for a more determined and collective effort to engage with the public and raise their awareness about the facts around migration relying on sound evidence. It is imperative that the media act responsibly in promoting public education and awareness-raising and information campaigns to disseminate accurate information and a fair representation of migrants. The depoliticization of asylum and asylum seekers may offer a fruitful pathway to formulate solutions and policies that aim to improve asylum seekers' social integration and wellbeing, and ultimately, treat them with the human dignity that everyone deserves.
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