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What is the political agency of migrants? Towards a non-Eurocentric 

framework of understanding 

 

Franzisca Zanker1 

 

Abstract 

This paper develops a relational, non-Eurocentric conceptualisation of political migrant 

agency. It argues for a balance-of-stories approach to understanding political agency by 

considering historically contextualised empirical and everyday experiences of the migrant 

actors. Connecting this to previous scholarship on migrant agency, the paper unpacks what is 

political and who is the migrant. It argues that migrants act within heterogeneous, 

intersectional collectives and that the political emerges not only in formal arenas but also in 

everyday practices that migrants themselves interpret as meaningful for transformative 

purposes. Political agency is an intersectional experience that should be self-defined according 

to (aspirational) transformational intent. Drawing on Afrotheoretical perspectives and 

relational methods, the paper challenges normative assumptions about political subjectivity 

and contributes conceptual clarity to the undertheorised field of migrant agency beyond the 

Global North. 

 

Keywords: activism, agency, migrants, refugees, political participation 
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Introduction 

During the fieldwork of a previous research project I worked on, a camp official in Uganda told 

my colleague “… refugees are not supposed to take part in the politics of the country and not 

even in the politics of the country of origin. We ensure they do not feature anywhere” 

(interview, Rhino Camp, 15 October 2020; see Sebba and Zanker 2022). Refugees and other 

migrants continue to arrive in new places all across the world. Their reception, long-term 

prospects and lives in their new homes continue to present one of the most pressing socio-

political issues of our times. In all of this, states often frame migrants as passive victims at 

best, if not as unwanted threats to the livelihoods and cultures of others. Whilst there is a 

growing effort to include migrants and sometimes refugees in consultative bodies and 

different inclusionary functions, formal political engagement, especially for refugees, is often 

severely restricted.   

If we turn to the most frequently acknowledged conceptualisation of political 

participation, thinkers as early as Aristotle noted that “man [sic] is by nature a political 

animal”, otherwise “a bird which flies alone”(Jowett 1885). So, where does the refugee or 

migrant fit into all of this? What kind of political agency do they envision for themselves? And 

how can we, as scholars, learn about this, in order to build our understanding of political 

agency of migrants?  

The philosopher and refugee Hannah Arendt noted that refugees, though protected 

and sheltered from political persecution, lose the right to have political rights once in exile 

(Okbandrias 2023). In other words, though refugees have rights, they are not legally 

guaranteed the possibility to participate politically. As she put it, “the loss of a community 

willing and able to guarantee any rights whatsoever, has been the calamity which has befallen 

ever-increasing numbers of people” (Arendt 1962: 297). States and non-state actors often 

discredit migrants as passive, apolitical residents of a host country, quasi-invisible. This also 

includes refugees. Whilst this expectation is always under negotiation, there are concrete 

examples of political activity being explicitly forbidden. For example, the Refugee Convention 

of the Organisation of African Unity from 1969 stipulates that refugees are forbidden from 

participating in “subversive activities”. Similarly, the 2019 South African Refugee Regulation 

forbids refugees and asylum seekers from participating in any political activity, at the risk of 

losing their status (Article 4) (Department of Home Affairs 2019). 
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For the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, the lack of political rights is part of what amounts 

to the “bare life”, negotiated by powerful political orders, pushing certain people into a bare 

human existence with no political agency to speak of (Hagos 2025; Ullrich 2022). Allowing 

some people to be “citizens” – with all the rights that entails – and consigning others to the 

sidelines of disenfranchised subjecthood is a strategy already established under colonial rule 

(Mamdani 1996). For this purpose, migrants (and refugees, as one group of migrants with a 

particular legal status) 2 are passive, vulnerable victims who, if anything – under a neoliberal 

logic – self-sustain themselves in an entire non-political manner. When refugees and other 

migrants do become politically active or protest their conditions, officials and media narratives 

quickly depict them as ungrateful. Despite some forms of inclusion, a frequent expectation is 

that in exchange for receiving refuge or accommodation, these non-citizens remain quiet and 

passive. Underlining the international discourse on human mobility is an intrinsic logic of 

gratitude (Moulin 2012). Nevertheless, if we agree with Aristotle, refugees and other migrants 

are political beings by the very nature of their humanity. They act upon, react and protest 

specific conditions or things of concern. Their agency is a constant effort of renegotiating their 

relations to others. And this can occur even in the most extreme settings, such as among 

entirely disenfranchised refugees in No Man’s Land camps (Pasha 2025). Despite the 

conditions of the “bare life” imposed on refugees and migrants, which no doubt detrimentally 

affects the ways they can act, there is political agency that merits further elaboration and 

understanding. The main lines of argumentation in migration research, still dominated by 

Western thought traditions (invoking rights acknowledged by sovereign states and authors 

from Aristotle to Arendt, more on this below), mostly fail to acknowledge the self-ascribed 

political agency of migrants. Thus, we need a better conceptualisation of political migrant 

agency, especially if we want to consider migrant agency in non-Western contexts as in Africa.  

What is the conceptual framework? As Jan van Deth argues, for conceptualising 

political participation almost anything can be such a form of engagement without clear lines 

of demarcation (van Deth 2014). This paper tries to point to some lines of demarcation, though 

2 The political agency of refugees is particularly contested and restricted, and it is refugees and their ability to be 
political agents that is the starting point of this work. Nevertheless, a legal distinction between migrant and 
refugees does not always make sense, as their motivations and agency are complex beyond such a bifurcated 
definition. Their political agency and how it unfolds will depend on the legal label and the resulting rights people 
are given. Yet, exactly how this is contested matters for understanding migrant agency, which is why both 
refugees and other migrants are considered. Throughout the paper, the term migrant is used inclusively, referring 
to refugee and other migrants, while the term refugee is used when the label is linked to particular rights / 
contexts.  



6 

the aim is not an “operational definition… [with] objective criteria” (van Deth 2014: 5), since 

unlike van Deth and his conceptualisation of political participation (by citizens), the very 

subjective intentions and aims of migrant agents are included (see also further below) making 

it difficult to operationalise objectively. Thus, this paper proposes a conceptual framework of 

the political agency of migrants (PAM) as an invitation to a conversation, which will be further 

developed through empirical research in the coming years.3 

The rest of this paper starts by introducing a non-Western account of political agency and 

introducing the overarching idea of a balance of stories. From there the conceptualisation 

argues for a self-defined version of political agency as its starting point. The paper then 

sketches out the previous literature on migrant agency and political agency in particular, 

pointing out some starting points in the literature on what is agency. It then turns to two core 

questions that merit discussion before further adding to the conceptualisation of political 

agency: What is political? and Who is the migrant? Aiming to foreground a non-Eurocentric 

understanding of political subjectivities – to the extent that this is possible – the 

conceptualisation developed throughout the paper critically reflects normative underpinnings 

of our understanding of political agency, an openness to the everyday and a discussion on the 

methodological ramifications of how we listen.  

1. A balance-of-stories approach: Political agency in non-Western contexts

Our joint academic imaginations in relation to political agency are mostly about association, 

voting, deliberating and other forms of outcome-orientated perspectives. Looking at women’s 

agency in the context of oppression, Saba Mahmood argues that Global North feminists tend 

to prioritise the recognition of activism according to Western normative accounts of what 

3 The ideas from this paper partly stem from the ERC project application for PolMig (see footnote 1). The ideas 
were then further developed with the new research team, especially during our weekly reading circles where we 
discuss literature. As such, though single-authored, the paper is a representation of a collective reflection. My 
thanks go to Jamila Hamidu, Constantin Herburger, Edwin Mutyenyoka and Sophia Stille for all the inspirational 
conversation and concrete feedback. I use the collective “we” throughout the paper to highlight that I have 
exchanged ideas and reflected what I put into writing here collectively. I also want to thank Lennart Arnold, Robin 
Dietz, Su Gökyokus, Alexandra Herdt, Lea Hoek, Millicent Hughes, Eva Kastenbauer, Nina Müller, Jule Schürmann 
and William Tucknott, who actively joined our collective during their internships at the ABI and partially 
contributed to the paper through research assistance. I presented the paper during a fellowship at the Migration 
Policy Centre at the EUI in Florence in January 2026; at the workshop “Encountering other states: Migrants’ 
political thinking across home, transit and host states” in Copenhagen in March 2026; and at the internal 
colloquium of the BMFTR-funded “Postcolonial Hierarchies in Peace and Conflict” Network in April 2026. Thank 
you to all the participants for their feedback and especially to Lea Müller-Funk for her insightful comments. 
Finally, my thanks to Judith Altrogge and Andreas Mehler for reviewing this paper. All errors remain my own.  
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agency should look like (Mahmood 2012; see also Reeves and Holvikivi 2024). For Mahmood, 

an analytical enquiry is not the same as a political judgement – i.e., there can be agency in 

something we don’t normatively or politically agree with (Mahmood 2006). Too often, our 

accounts of agency imply “an attribution to migrants of Western liberal democratic 

subjectivity detrimental to understanding their own processes of subjectivation” (Safouane et 

al. 2020: 1–2).  

Before we ask ourselves in more detail what political agency may mean for migrants, 

we must first consider what political participation means more broadly in non-Western 

contexts.4 How could we even begin to analyse it? There are multiple expressions and 

motivations related to different forms of political participation (Pham and Kaleja 2021). For 

Jean-Francois Bayart, Achille Mbembe and Comi Toulabor it is ordinary people and informal 

networks that shape political life – in addition to elites and formal state institutions. In their 

conceptualisation of “politique par le bas” (referred to in English as “politics from below”), 

politics amount to a constant negotiation between states, rulers, elites and ordinary people, 

civil society and ruled. They turn to everyday political practices such as tactical compliance or 

foot-dragging or even humour, which may be ambivalent but are nevertheless politically 

meaningful (Bayart et al. 2008). Looking to the everyday is for these authors a methodological 

and epistemological stance that looks away from the exclusive focus on post-colonial states 

usually studied in political science and uses critiques of methodological nationalism also well 

known to migration scholars. Their work considers “popular modes of political action” such as 

“mobility, ambivalence, allusion, the unsaid and the elusive” (Bayart et al. 2008: 40).5 For 

Scott, even “everyday resistance”, including apolitical behaviour like doing nothing, can be 

highly political (Scott 1989) or part of an “anti-politics machine” of depoliticising policy issues 

with a hidden political aim (Ferguson 1994; see also Pham and Kaleja 2021).  

This approach is useful when considering the political agency of people who are 

excluded by design. Feminist scholars have long pointed to the importance of the everyday as 

political. In her seminal work, Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyĕwùmí critiques mainstream Western accounts of 

gender, where the tendency is to tie women to the nuclear family, clearly demarcating the 

private from the public or political (Oyěwùmí 1997). In this interpretation, a woman does not 

4 Whilst all forms of political participation are a type of agency, not all forms of agency would necessarily count 
as participation, as we will further develop below.  
5 Translation by author: “la champ des ‘modes populaires d’action politique’ est celui de la mobilité, de 
l’ambivalence, de l’allusif, du non-dit, de l’insaisissable.” 



8 

– and cannot – transcend the private sphere of her subordination. Similarly, refugees and 

migrants are excluded from public spheres and relegated to the private sphere. Yet, this 

distinction is also a flawed one. For some thinkers, the division of spheres does not speak to 

the experience of (at least some) women on the African continent, who are traditionally 

encouraged to inhabit both spheres – like through long-distance trading (Bakare-Yusuf 2003). 

Taken together this approach supposes that the private is also political and a strict separation 

of the private from the political is illogical and marked by structural inequalities (see also 

Beoku-Betts and Adomako Ampofo 2021). It suggests that, in order to truly analyse the 

political, we need to free ourselves from excessively rigid definitions of what political 

participation, and thus agency, can be.  

Political agency considered in non-Western contexts must therefore recognise both an 

everyday as well as a historically contextualised empirical experience. This attention to the 

“unsaid” or “elusive” is complex to study, but necessary if we take matters of epistemic justice 

seriously. In other words, we aim to highlight the role of science to consider epistemic 

foundations that are too often sidelined and ignored, at best, if not erased altogether. Thus, 

in proposing a framework for the political agency of migrants (PAM thereafter), we see it as a 

concept that comes in the first place from the very people that it involves: the migrants 

themselves. In other words, PAM is self-defined. Only in this way can we take the everyday 

and empirical experience seriously. However, it does not stop here. In order to take self-

definitions of complicated notions like political agency from a mere description to an analytical 

level, we take inspiration here from the balance-of-stories approach introduced by Chinua 

Achebe.  

Chinua Achebe, the widely acclaimed Nigerian author who wrote a whole series of 

novels that helped to describe the lived (post-)colonial experience, explained in an interview 

with The Atlantic that he wished for “a balance of stories where people will be able to 

contribute to a definition of themselves, where we are not victims of other people’s accounts. 

… [T]hose that have been written about should also participate in the making of … [their] 

story” (Achebe 2000). For Achebe, this was instrumental at the advent of decolonialism and 

newfound independence (Morrison 2023), and in his essays he argues for the “curative  power 

of stories” to move forward in the process of healing wounds that are centuries old (Achebe 

2003: 83). Another Nigerian author, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, also picks up Achebe’s idea 

in a widely acclaimed speech and warns about the dangers of a single story decades later 
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(Adichie 2009). In her telling, the story of “Africa” rooted in Western fiction is a place of 

negatives, differences and darkness. People are many things, her argument goes, not just a 

single – often negative – stereotype. How stories are told becomes a question of power, 

entwined for Adichie in the Igbo noun “nkali”, translated as “greater than another”. We would 

argue that this power within epistemological considerations is not merely a normative 

principle that warrants rectification, but also that a failure to pay attention to the power of 

the storyteller means that knowledge remains unearthed.  

In the field of migration in Africa, knowledge about migration and the political agency 

of migrants includes pre-colonial histories of migration and ideas about newcomers, as well 

as later colonial borders that installed different levels of citizens and subjects, and, ultimately, 

belonging (e.g., Jaji 2022; Mamdani 1996; Hovil 2016). Acknowledging the post-colonial legacy 

on modern day migration governance (in Africa and beyond) (Achiume 2019) means, on the 

one hand, that migrants should be taken seriously in telling their own story of what counts as 

PAM. What counts as PAM is built on a migrant perspective, and through this we can 

incorporate new ways of seeing the world, including as to what is political (see also Kalir 2013 

on privileging the perspective of people who migrate). On the other hand, and this is 

important, Achebe calls for a balance of stories, meaning the author or scholar, as we interpret 

it, is also allowed a part in this: “this is not to say that nobody should write about anybody 

else, I think they should,” he adds as part of the previous interview (Achebe 2000). What 

counts for fiction writing and post-colonial reckoning is also of relevance here. Academic 

scholars as professional listeners can interpret, understand and see patterns of PAM as long 

as they continuously strive to foreground the self-defined element to the best of their ability.  

Thus, as a starting point we want to propose a framework that allows us to understand 

political agency as a historically contextualised empirical and everyday experience in the very 

words of the people taking part. Before we consider in more detail how such an approach 

would look in practice, in the next sections we further unpack the terms agency, political and 

migrant in order to then propose a relational framing of PAM going forward.  

 

2.  What is agency?  

How do social and political processes unfold and how does this relate to actions based on 

people’s choices, aspirations and needs? Understanding agency is one of the core tenets of 

the study of social science, a task that many anthropologists, sociologists and political 
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scientists, amongst others, have taken on to a great extent. It would be impossible to go into 

all of these debates and to cleanly pinpoint one specific research gap (Luker 2010). However, 

as we will argue, what makes agency of interest for study in this case is the actor (migrant) 

and the type (political). Further developing these two elements of agency allows for a more 

global understanding of political agency through applying a balance-of-stories approach, as 

noted above. But first, we will outline some of the scholarship on migrant agency more 

generally as we understand it in relation to migrants and political participation, in order to 

point to where further development is needed.  

Despite the implicit or explicit expectations of passivity and gratitude among migrants, 

as elaborated upon in the introduction, there is a well-established field that shows that 

migrants have agency in their lives: choosing when to go, how to go, and what to do once they 

have arrived somewhere (or later return) (e.g., Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013). From the 

subfield of migrant decision-making we know that an entire range of factors plays a role in the 

decisions made by migrants, including subjective and intangible factors such as imagination, 

personality traits, emotions, beliefs and values (Hagen-Zanker et al. 2023). This agency can be 

interpreted as a political move by the migrants themselves (Lecadet 2018), their families 

(Lucht 2011) or even international organisations (Bradley et al. 2019) or states (Müller-Funk 

et al. 2023). Such agency takes on various forms, intensities and outcomes (Ataç and 

Schwenken 2021) and is a constant negotiation between different actors.  

Different interpretations of agency range from simple aspirations, choices of particular 

ways to live life, to more closed definitions related to activism towards a specific cause (e.g. 

de Haas 2021). Outcomes include collective activism, which can inspire new norms of mobility 

such as empatriation (communitarian structures to shape a collective repatriation) (see Long 

2008) as well as political influence for diaspora members (e.g., Hamidu 2015; Turner 2008). 

Previous works on political migrant agency have considered the range of aims of agentic 

behaviour, such as addressing the conditions of movement, including in refugee camps (Ataç 

et al. 2016; Ilcan et al. 2015; Hagos 2025; Pasha 2025), or legal status (Moulin and Nyers 2007; 

Habersky et al. 2023). Others focus on addressing more general structural problems such as 

labour conditions (Vanyoro 2024) or liberation from patriarchal societal norms (Boyle 2002). 

These activities are not only carried out in host countries, but also targeted at countries of 

origin, upon or prior to return (Long 2008; Zanker and Altrogge 2019). The ways that migrants 

address such issues include “highly collectivized” migration movements all over the world 



11 

(Hess 2017; Nyers 2010). Migrants often also turn to so-called “invented spaces” (rather than 

invited spaces) to showcase their activism. In other words, sometimes political spaces are 

provided (consultative bodies, civil society organisations, etc.), and sometimes they are 

claimed (see De Simone 2022). For example, pre-existing bodies, such as the Refugee Welfare 

Councils in Uganda, are reinvented and repurposed in a different way than planned, and in 

this way expand the spaces for expressing political agency (De Simone 2022). 

This is an expansive collection of examples but they mostly draw on specific contexts 

and examples; we want to abstract from this in order to conceptionalise PAM across different 

types of groups, times and spaces. How do we know if what we observe is only an act of the 

everyday or is politically agentic? What kind of migrant activity counts to make it PAM? Two 

fields of scholarship are particularly relevant for our work.  

First, scholars of citizenship “from below” are attuned to various activities that 

migrants participate in that may amount to political engagement, such as when the migrants 

write the script and enact their own political subjectivity (see Nyers and Rygiel 2012; Isin 

2008). The central idea is that political engagement is not just tied to citizenship but goes 

much beyond that. Political participation by migrants can range from the more formal actions, 

such as voting or being elected – though rarely possible (Bekaj and Antara 2018) – to more 

everyday activities, including protests, boycotts or even humour (De Simone 2022; Franck 

2022; Soare and Gherghina 2024). The major contribution here is that migrants have a “voice” 

and through this can make claims (Moulin and Nyers 2007; Ullrich 2022). This voice is enacted 

in different ways, such as through a radical and political subjectivity of motherhood (Ataç et 

al. 2016). As established as this scholarship has become, it leaves us wondering: What if we 

are missing out on forms of agency or voices that we cannot see due to a Eurocentric 

understanding of citizenship as a starting point? Critical citizenship scholars like Nyers have 

long established that the political lives of migrants go beyond the ontology of sovereignty and 

state citizenship  (2015), but what can we learn from this and how can we learn it? Insufficient 

research has been performed in areas of the Global South, especially in Africa. Drawing on 

this, we can ask: What in fact is political? 

Second, Autonomy of Migration (AoM) scholars consider the very act of moving across 

borders, especially when legal pathways are denied, as a political act (Ataç et al. 2016; Hess 

2017; Maâ 2023; Reeves and Holvikivi 2024; Pallister-Wilkins 2017). Though for some AoM 

scholars, very mundane and everyday acts of subversion count as political (Nyers 2015), to 
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varying degrees the political agency here comes from overcoming a power divide, such as the 

struggles at the border (Okoth 2022; Stierl 2019). The risk – and critique of AoM scholars – is 

the romanticisation of migrants and their mobility in inherently violent and dangerous 

situations (Ataç et al. 2016). Moreover, by its very nature AoM literature has focused in 

particular on irregularised migrants, because their movement itself is arguably a political act. 

But how does this change when a highly privileged migrant gets on a plane to fly to another 

country and participates in political activity there? The AoM literature leads us to reflect on 

the heterogeneity of migrants involved in PAM and to the question: Who is the migrant?  

In order to conceptualise PAM this paper focuses on what makes PAM agentic, whereby 

the agency part is considered to be a conceptional conduit that relates to the migrant and to 

politics. In other words, the question is not “what is agency?” Rather, the paper will now 

explore the two questions that the current approaches lead us to ask: “What is political?” 

(arguably not widely defined enough by the critical citizenship scholars), and “Who is the 

migrant?” (partially underconceptualised by the AoM approach), before considering how to 

conceptualise political agency going forward.  

 

3. What is political?  

For critical citizenship scholars, a lot of times the research focuses on how – by transcending 

the role of non-citizen through political action – migrants surpass their expected role, re-

defining citizenship (Ataç, Rygiel and Stierl 2016; Ataç and Schwenken 2021; Isin 2008; Isin and 

Nielsen 2008). The research emphasises the functionality of political agency (i.e., how a 

migrant becomes a political agent) (Nyers 2015), rather than the content of the political. When 

it does consider the content, there is a critique of when activism is grounded in existential 

livelihood questions rather than a transformative political agenda (Ataç and Schwenken 2021).  

Yet, we need to ask ourselves whether, in the face of intersecting oppressive structures 

of patriarchy, race and capitalism, such struggles – felt at a personal level – are not ultimately 

political ones? A riot and mobbing of a humanitarian aid truck is about survival, but is also 

resistance by starving migrants who object to their containment in borderland camps in the 

middle of nowhere (Pasha 2025). If we focus on the content, we quickly run into the question 

of what is political and what is non-political and who gets to decide.  

For AoM scholars, the answer here is clear cut: unauthorised migration is within a 

conceptual realm of political struggle, and thus considering “movement as politics” clearly 
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places all agency even for “mere survival” into the political realm (Stierl 2019). Any form of 

legal insecurity will affect daily work, school attendance or other social relations (Clacherty et 

al. 2024). Similarly, Marnie Jane Thomson looks at the refugee population in Tanzania, 

highlighting that they are not “idle” but rather engaged in various forms of activism, including 

what she describes as self-activism, collective activism and country-of-origin activism 

(Thomson 2025). The apparently self-centred nature of these activities (such as trying to 

obtain resettlement) does not disqualify their political nature. In the same way, questions of 

access to education are also deeply political questions if we consider access to education to 

be a universal human right (Clacherty et al. 2024). In order to better conceptualise the 

political, we need to clarify three points: 1) Does the “private” count as political? 2) Does there 

need to be an intent by migrants to be political? and 3) Should this intent be transformational? 

First, a number of seemingly non-political events, actions or plans for change may be 

defined as political by the migrant taking part in them. This ties to the work of feminist 

researchers, who believe that taking everyday life seriously is also a normative question that 

considers the daily experiences and lives of women as sources of important knowledge 

(Olivius and Hedström 2023; see also Beoku-Betts and Adomako Ampofo 2021; Hernández 

2017; Oyěwùmí 1997). Whilst we don’t want to overstretch the concept of the political, we 

argue, like the AoM scholars do for migrant agency more generally, that given the structural 

inequalities that migrants in particular are subjected to, the personal can very much be 

political. Refugees and other migrants are by definition removed from a community, and are 

“left with those qualities which usually can become articulate only in the sphere of private 

life”, which for Arendt means this person “must remain unqualified, mere existence in matters 

of public concern” (Arendt 1962: 301). In sum, given the structural conditions and 

subjectification of migrants confining them to the private sphere, it is vital to consider the 

everyday as a political act.  

Second, and here our work diverges from the AoM field, we argue that there should 

be an intent behind the agency. This is probably the most controversial aspect of this paper, 

since a major problem with assigning intentionality to agency is that it undermines the 

structural context that can severely curtail intentional actions (Squire 2017). In other words, 

given the multiple structural barriers that migrants face, would they be able to or want to 

describe their actions as political? Migrants may not see their agency as political, even though 

scholars analysing this may perceive it to be. It depends on their definition of political and own 
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self-perception. In part, this can be answered by the balance-of-stories approach, described 

above. Moreover, we acknowledge that the very autonomy of agency can be questionable for 

marginalised persons, yet for an account that forefronts a self-defined conceptionalisation, 

we cannot sidestep intent. The intentionality of agency for us is intentionality in naming it as 

political. Here we put the migrants’ agency and their “acts of citizenship” front and centre. 

This is because, in line with work done by Matei Candea (2011) amongst others, naming 

everything as political would loosen its analytical sharpness. Social scientists have struggled 

to delineate what is political for some time and arguably everything became “the politics” of 

something, without questioning what the methodological boundaries of politics actually were 

(Candea 2011). In order to keep the dividing line between personal and political analytically 

sharp – for it risks losing its conceptual strength if the political becomes too stretched – we 

argue that the political is self-defined, i.e., if the migrant agent sees their action as political, it 

becomes so by definition.  

We diverge from recent developments in overcoming structure–agency debates 

(Bakewell 2010; Squire 2017; see also further below on structures as politicisation processes) 

by focusing not on the “acts”, “interventions” or outcomes of intentionality, but rather on the 

migrants naming it as such. In her thought-provoking piece, Vicky Squire, drawing on critical 

citizenship studies and Foucauldian analysis, argues that agency can be considered through 

how an act “disrupts existing ways of being and in so doing produces new subjects with new 

scripts” (Squire 2017: 267). Such an outcome focus helps one analyse agency, but does not 

necessarily prove a political intent behind agency. Our aim is to understand not simply migrant 

agency, but political migrant agency. We do not seek to sidestep the complexity of 

subjectivity-formation among migrant agents, or indeed to romanticise migrants (Squire 

2017), but rather to showcase the complex intentionality within this. The naming as political 

then makes it so – both the political and non-political are performative projects (Candea 

2011). For Candea, anthropologists seeking to understand the political should “allow actors to 

deploy their own controversies and not to interrupt them” (Candea 2011: 318). This means 

that we are careful to understand this intent, especially when it is portrayed as intentionally 

non-political. Maurice Stierl, writing on migrant resistance (in Europe), notes their uniqueness, 

and the fact that migrants call “different political transformations and subjectivities into 

being” (Stierl 2019: 5). Migrants have different purposes with their political agency, and as 
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scholars we need to be open to the different kinds of intent but also take migrants seriously 

epistemologically speaking.   

Third, and this makes the intent question even trickier, does there need to be a 

particular purpose behind the intent? We argue yes, there should be a transformational aim 

for change, even if aspirational. For example, when Nigerian migrants living in Zimbabwe 

donate money for funeral costs, this seems, on the one hand, a very personal matter. On the 

other hand, there is a coming together in a common identity – as Nigerians far from home – 

and the fact that the Nigerian government is not able to provide adequately for its citizens 

abroad, so others from the community need to step in to make up for the lack of public good 

(Hamish and Vupenyu 2020). This could be an instance of something personal becoming a 

public matter, a political subject. In his seminal conceptualisation of political participation, van 

Deth includes non-political activities used for political purposes in his conceptualisation of 

political participation, among which he includes activities aimed at solving problems (van Deth 

2014). Taking our funeral example, the Nigerians in Zimbabwe are not overtly aiming to 

change the political status quo either in Zimbabwe or by asking their origin state Nigeria to 

step in, by providing public goods including funeral costs. But they are solving a problem that 

has been made into a public issue by the structural conditions in place (who will pay for the 

funeral?) – and if there is intent behind this, then by all means it can count as political. In 

another example, Thomson characterises the different types of transformational intent 

exemplified by the different types of activism by Congolese refugees in a Tanzanian refugee 

camp setting (Thomson 2025). Thomson describes self-activism, where refugees try to 

transform their own legal status (by, for example, visiting the UNHCR office even without 

appointments). Similarly, their country-of-origin activism includes the “desire to help improve 

[Congo] … even when they cannot imagine ever repatriating there” (Thomson 2025: 447). Both 

examples showcase the political intent to transform something. A third form is that of 

collective action, exemplified by a performance group who seek to give voice to people and 

issues, also to amuse their audiences, make connections and address broader issues through 

non-verbal communication (Thomson 2025). Here the intent for political agency is clear, and 

while the transformation less so, it can undoubtedly be interpreted within the giving of voice 

to issues that are otherwise unheard. Notably, there can also be a blurring between political 

and non-political intent within one transnational space (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003). Thus, we 
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What is political agency of 
mmigrants? 

argue that there is (aspirational6) transformational intent behind political agency, whether this 

includes solving problems that are or have become political, or aiming to change a structure 

or situation; see Figure 1 below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The three pillars of what is political. 

 

Defining transformational intent is problematic because it can fall into the critique of Margaret 

Archer that agency is wrongly presumed to be “hyperactive”, which discounts those actors 

who may wish to remain or try to reconfirm a status quo (Bakewell 2010; Squire 2017). Too 

often, for example, we conflate resistance against a status quo with agency, whereas agency 

can also be seeking to maintain the status quo (Safouane et al. 2020). Migrants may, for 

example, use discriminatory language and registers of deservingness when describing other 

migrants (Safouane et al. 2020). They are not trying to transform or resist anything in this way, 

but rather act by carving out their own space in a highly unequal power dynamic, in an act of 

of reappropriating labels and subjectivity (ibid.). Yes, we agree with this argument, and these 

migrants may not wish to transform the broader structure and anti-refugee discourse, but 

they could still be expressing political intent that transforms their own political situation (into 

one of “belonging” in a context that survives on the Othering of others). Moreover, the aim of 

this proposed framework is not to supply a definitive answer, but to try and offer a toolbox 

for understanding political agency, as will be explained below. For the purpose of 

6 The aspirations-capabilities framework, put forward by Hein de Haas, views agency as including political 
action and participation but also the aspiration to change (de Haas 2021). 
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political
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experience
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conceptualisation, we thus argue that political agency includes three pillars: it is an 

intersectional experience and thus can include different types of experiences; there is a self-

defined intent as political; and there is a transformational intent. 

Depending on the outcome, some forms of political agency will be more legible than 

others. If diaspora members involve themselves in elections this is a clear-cut case of PAM, 

but this becomes more difficult to consider in the duality of precarious work and precarious 

resistance amongst Zimbabwean migrant women in South Africa (Hlatshwayo 2019; see also 

Safouane et al. 2020). The political transformation may not always be visible. But it is exactly 

the latter that a deeper conceptualisation of PAM will seek to capture. Before we discuss this 

more in the final section, we now turn to who the migrant is.  

 

4. So, who is the migrant? 

When we consider our understanding of migrant agency, we argue that there is a need to 

consider an expansive definition of migrants – as a heterogeneous collective with an 

intersectional quality – that works within a fully conceptualised framework of its structural 

conditions, e.g., the politicisation process, as will be further elaborated. This is for several 

reasons. First, because political agency literature often tends to focus on one type of migrant 

only, and not the full intersectional experience of migrants, by pre-determining the type of 

agency we can then take it from there. Second, we argue that is useful to think of migrant 

agents as a collective, noting, however, the inherent heterogeneity of the collective, including 

the power imbalances within groups of migrant agents. Third, though structural impediments 

to migrant agency are widely included in previous literature, the definition can be further 

conceptualised to cover a range of migrants in their intersectionality, as above and across a 

broader definition of structures that includes social and cultural norms. These factors, 

pertinent to understanding who the migrant is, will be discussed in turn.  

On the first point, much of the knowledge we have about the political agency of 

migrants focuses on either (often irregularised) migrants active in the Global North contexts, 

or, in Africa, on diaspora actors engaging politically with their countries of origin (Turner 2008; 

Zanker and Altrogge 2019). Even though researchers mostly study the diaspora for their 

economic and social contributions, some have focused on their political influence. This 

includes the “political remittances” of migrant worker organisations (Piper 2009), the voting 

power of diasporas or wider-ranging “grassroots transnationalism” (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003; 



18 

Waterbury 2006). Some work has also considered a political role upon return, including 

election campaigning among the returning Somali diaspora (Hammond 2015), transnational 

political interactions among the Burundian diaspora (Turner 2008) and the political roles of 

deportees upon their (unwilling) return (Lecadet 2018; Zanker and Altrogge 2019). Though 

this literature on transnational political mobilisation has no doubt pushed our understanding 

of political agency – as not bound by the nation state – unlike the literature on remittances, 

the focus of political remittances often tends to be on so-called “high-skilled” elites (Hamidu 

2015; Østergaard-Nielsen 2003). In other words, the research on political agency has mostly 

focused on diaspora “elites”, though notable exceptions include the work of Stefan Rother on 

the way that Indonesian migrant domestic workers can hold multiple class identities at various 

positions in transnational political spaces (Rother 2018; see also Zanker and Altrogge 2019).  

One issue is, of course, that social position and education matter in terms of personal 

resources that enable political activity (Kallio et al. 2021). This focus risks leaving out the 

political agency of people who may be engaged in other ways, such as the protests by 

deported migrants from Libya that were highly influential in their own right (Zanker and 

Altrogge 2019). In other words, the focus on a certain type of migrant also leads to the bias of 

a more traditional understanding of political agency, such as lobbying for political parties, etc. 

In sum, the migrant is intersectional and has different experiences that cut across class, 

gender, race and other characteristics. 

Second, if we think about migrants, we need to consider whether we are analysing 

them through individual acts (of resistance) or a collective consideration of agency. For a start, 

no individual ever acts by themself, which speaks to one part of the relationality pertinent to 

the concept of political agency: an individual migrant is a relational agent; they are acting 

politically with other individuals (on relationality against others, see further below) (see also 

Ongwech et al. 2024). This resonates with the work on feminist epistemic communities, which 

seeks also to understand “individuals-in-communities” as relations between communities, 

individual knowers and knowledge-seeking practices (Okech 2020). If our conceptionalisation 

foregrounds a self-defined form of understanding, this definition – though drawing perhaps 

on an individual account – sees that account as part of a community or collective. From a 

research perspective, it is also frequently an ethical choice to analyse a collective in order to 

protect the individual activists in highly securitised settings (Pasha 2025).  
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An issue that comes from having a collective view on agency, however, is that the 

heterogeneity of agency may get lost. Even within one movement or organisation, like 

AMSAM in Morocco, migrants can and will have multiple, uncertain and seemingly 

contradictory claims and demands (Bachelet 2018). The same happens when work is too 

conceptual or abstract; the collective migrant may come across as disembodied and 

homogeneous (Nyers 2015). Further, a collective focus risks losing out on the power 

differentials within collective movements, like Amelia Frank-Vitale finds for the migrant 

caravans in Central and Latin America (Frank-Vitale 2023). Even in communal spaces, like in 

refugee camps in Ethiopia, where space is created for deliberation and agenda-setting and to 

allow for solidarity to be built, access is never equal for all groups, such as women or members 

of different ethnic groups, as Samuel Hagos points out (Hagos 2025). Such minority groups or 

women can turn to less visible spaces for enacting their political agency – such as the Rohingya 

women who assert their agency within the sociocultural confines of the Cox’s Bazar refugee 

camp to give meaning to their social worlds and the spaces they occupy (Afrin Rahman 2025). 

Taken together, focusing on an individual, a homogenised collective or single space will in all 

likelihood not suffice to offer a full picture of migrant agency. PAM is tied to collective migrant 

space that is heterogeneous by design. In other words, we do not see migrant agency as 

singular, but rather as a collective (and relational) act. The migrant collective, in this sense, is 

not a collective of all different types of migrants (e.g., a Cameroonian man crossing the desert, 

a Sudanese refugee woman in Uganda and a South African female professor working in 

Germany) as one analytical identity, but rather the idea that the migrant or migrant 

community, which is heterogeneous, works always as a collective rather than individually.  

Third, a critique that was levied against the early AoM scholars was their reductive 

understanding of power – equating it either with sovereign border controls or the human 

mobility that counteracts this (McNevin 2013). As established above, this does not allow for 

the power differential within the migrant collective, where power is changeable and complex 

(Ahmad 2023). As Hein De Haas argues, migration theories often fail either to adequately 

understand structural factors like inequality, power and states or to have a meaningful take 

on migrant agency (de Haas 2021). Migrants do not act in vacuum; their agency is determined 

and affected by the context in a co-dependent relationship. In other words, aid organisations, 

migrant associations, country of origin embassies and national authorities in the country of 

residence will all affect their agency (e.g. Bachelet 2018; Bradley et al. 2019; Ullrich 2022; 
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Ongwech et al. 2024), not to mention the different legal categories that determine how and 

in what ways people can speak. We see countless examples of a restriction of agency, such as 

when Egyptian police violently removed peaceful refugee protesters (Moulin and Nyers 2007). 

For the AoM approach, this underscores the fact that yes, migrants have agency, but this is 

constrained by states and third actors, including for example security actors or international 

organisations. Migrants are never just agentic actors, but play into a broader structure, one 

that they both transform to a degree but are also constrained by (Bakewell 2010; Squire 2017). 

Much has been written on the (analytically) dualistic relationship between structures and 

agency, and on the extent to which they intertwine and are temporally separated from each 

other (Squire 2017; Bakewell 2010; Safouane et al. 2020). For our purpose it is more important 

to see the full extent of the migrant within a structural process, rather than to define a clear 

direction of interaction. We see the relationship as co-constitutive (rather than just 

interacting):  migrants not only have the subjective experience of their position but are also in 

a broader process of subjectification (Nyers 2015). This affects how they can act, no doubt, 

but they are still part of a broader structural process nonetheless; they are never wholly 

excluded. Especially if we consider structures in a bigger picture.  

Beyond the structures of states and non-state actors, there is also social context, which 

is in a dialectical relation with agency (Safouane et al. 2020) as well as social relations, beliefs 

and behaviour (de Haas 2021).7 In other words, a more detailed conceptualisation of 

structures points to the broader politicisation process that incorporates both states and 

organisational structures as well as social and cultural norms. This also draws on the work of 

Saba Mahmood, who describes agency  as the “capacity for action that historically specific 

relations of subordination enable and create” (Mahmood 2012: 18; emphasis in original). For 

Reeves and Holvikivi, refugee agency is a response to and necessitated by “structures and 

practices of oppression, exclusion or marginalization that make activism necessary in the first 

place” (Reeves and Holvikivi 2024: 539). Social relations determine how agency can unfold and 

make up a part of the structural conditions. However, for a more thorough conceptualisation, 

we need to be open to structures that also change depending on political climate, and to 

societal norms that can sometimes be more welcoming and in solidarity with refugees even 

7 And just as migration affects social change in a reciprocal albeit asymmetrical manner – i.e., social change has  
more of an impact on migration, than migration on social change (de Haas 2021) – political agency affects the 
structures around it.  



21 

when structures are against them. Hagos also argues that camp structures can both constrain 

and facilitate refugee agency (Hagos 2025). Thus, structures affect agency in both positive and 

negative ways – including both formal structural impediments and facilitators such as 

legislation and the actions of international organisations, as well as the broader social and 

cultural norms – that can make migrant groups feel like they belong or not, and also facilitate 

or constrain their political agency (e.g., change their ability to act, c.f. De Haas 2021). Together 

this amounts to what we call the politicisation process, which is central to understanding 

migrant agency. The agency of the migrant collective interacts with both state and non-state 

structures, as well as cultural and social norms; see Figure 2 below.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Politicisation process: the relationality between political agency, state and non-state 

structures, and social norms. 

 

This also underlines a further reason for the relationality of PAM: the dialectical relationship 

between structures and social and cultural norms, which taken together suggest a 

predetermined relationality (for Rass and Wolff (2018) this is part of the migration regime; see 

also Ongwech et al. 2024). By asking ourselves who is the migrant, we show that the migrant 

is intersectional and has different experiences that cut across class, gender, race and other 

characteristics. Moreover, the migrant is part of a broader heterogeneous collective, and acts 

in a relational manner. Finally, this migrant collective is part of a politicisation process that 

interacts with agency in both positive and negative ways. We now turn to the final section of 

trying to understand political agency as a relational process.  

State and non--state structures  
Cultural and social norms   

Agency of a heterogeneous and 
iintersectional migrant collective  
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5. Relationality in political agency of migrants: What about silence on the political?  

We started off making a case for the self-defined as an epistemological opening, to allow for 

the everyday experiences of political agency to be captured. We further delineated these 

according to the type of migration and transformational intent. But there will be cases where 

the political is silent – both intentionally and also due to structural constraints. What do we 

do then? States and international organisations are often – intentionally or unintentionally – 

blind to the political agency of migrants. Migrants need to carve out their own spaces and find 

their voice even if everyone tries to shut them down or their message gets lost under 

“hegemonic listening” (Dhawan (2012) in Reeves and Holvikivi 2024). Taking this one step 

further: How do academics see political agency – where are our blind spots? How can we avoid 

“hegemonic listening”? Scholars like Kallio et al. have pointed out that for many asylum 

seekers and refugees the effort “to manage everyday precarity … takes up most of their 

energy” and because of this, they explicitly “disassociate themselves from politics writ large” 

(Kallio et al. 2021: 2). This ties in to the additional question of who takes on political leadership 

roles and dares to speak and act in a certain way – and of who shares their knowledge and 

certain types of knowledge with academic researchers and then ends up being theorised (De 

Simone 2022). There are instances when migrants may be silent on their political agency – 

they don’t see it as such or wish to hide it for their own safety within repressive environments. 

Scholars need to find the balance between foregrounding migrant perspectives whilst making 

room for their interpretations – in an ethical manner that does not endanger anyone. 

Interpreting data can also be affected by intersectional characteristics, such as when silence 

can be a form of agency itself (Parpart and Parashar 2018). In other words, silence or the 

“politics of invisibility” can be a tactic in itself (Hamish and Vupenyu 2020; see also Stierl 2019). 

Homi Bhaba calls this “sly civility” (quoted in Nyers 2015). In fact, Gerlov van Engelenhoven 

argues in his work on postcolonial memories that silence should not be considered a binary to 

voice, but an allied mode of articulation. For him, silence can be just as expressive. The 

problem, he argues, was probably “never our ability to speak, but our ability to listen” (van 

Engelenhoven 2022: 149). Moreover, agency can be hidden on purpose. One project found 

that single Chinese migrant women in Tokyo and Seoul often self-censor themselves to avoid 

being seen as political, pursuing mainly “cultural” activities (Meng 2025). Similarly, 

Venezuelan community organisations in Argentina followed a “pragmatic neutrality”, strictly 
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avoiding any political labels in their work as a specific way to conduct migratory politics and in 

order to become privileged recipients of financial resources from international organisations.8 

At times, the political agency of migrants can be a highly dangerous undertaking, resulting in 

violence, arrests or worse (Bachelet 2018). In many cases, refugees and others are also 

dependent on the state for public goods and services, making critical political engagement 

more difficult. Thus, what and how (in relation to anonymisation) we write about these issues 

given the sensitive environment of much of PAM is also an ethical choice (Pasha 2025). Finally, 

migrants may also reject the term “political” outright. Sebastien Bachelet discussed with 

members of a migrant association in Morocco the idea of them being political agents, a term 

they associated with “partisan manoeuvring” and connected with distrusted migrant leaders 

(Bachelet 2018: 207). These migrants actively dissociated themselves from the term; the 

scholar listened and wrote this down accordingly, while also gently suggesting why they could 

be considered political anyway. This is an example of a balance of stories.  

As noted above, we don’t pretend to have all the answers but believe that even within 

silence we may be able to carefully observe transformation intent that helps us to recognise 

PAM. Weaving throughout our definition is the element of relationality, which needs to be 

further spelled out. Scholars like Maurice Stierl (2019:5) describe resistance as having 

“transversal resonance: they animate something beyond themselves. Transversality alludes to 

the complex inter-relationality of spatial registers.” Our focus here is a different one; the 

relationality is not a spatial one or outcome orientated. Rather, the relationality is towards 

the agent (relational to a migrant collective),9 the structures (relational within a politicisation 

process)10 and the intent (aimed at change). The subject could range from the conditions of 

their journeys, reception and return, to different political matters (elections, climate justice) 

or everyday living conditions. Moulin and Nyers (2007: 360) argue, “Whereas in civil society 

individuals and groups make claims on the state as rights-bearing citizens, in political society 

[e.g. non-citizen migrants] individuals and groups make claims on the basis of a governmental 

relationship they have with the state” – noting later that those who govern include 

international organisations. Notably however, the relationality comes from the agent – the 

8 Ana Paula Penchaszadeh, personal communication, 3 June 2026; paper under development.  
9 See Ongwech et al. (2024) on the feminist and post-colonial relational understanding of agency instead of 
individual. 
10 See also Ullrich (2022) on the relationality of agency to border practices; and Olivius and Hedström (2023) on 
how borders are relational to other political spaces.
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process does not depend on the “recognised political subjectivity” that is a definition in some 

of the critical citizenship studies work (Kindersley 2022). We can further understand this by 

looking at the work of Francis Nyamnjoh on conviviality. In order to reach a convivial 

understanding of the world, we need to consider intersubjective agency, because “how are 

individuals able to be who they are through relationships with others?” (Nyamnjoh 2017: 111;

emphasis added). For Nyamnjoh, agency is always in interaction with others (see also the 

migrant collective above) and is “something to be discovered, cultivated, nurtured, activated 

and reactivated to different degrees of potency through relationships with others, things and 

humans alike” (Nyamnjoh 2017: 4). In other words, we are open to the relational structures 

the agent seeks to change.  

At the more abstract epistemological level, there is relationality in the balance-of-

stories approach and research methods that are reflexive of positionality and participatory 

(see, e.g., Houte and Rast 2024; Fujii 2017), as further outlined below. Lastly, as we discuss 

elsewhere (Hamidu et al. 2026), our conceptualisation aims for a relational re-centring of 

African perspectives, as a corrective to centuries of Eurocentrism; see Figure 3.  

Figure 3: A relational approach to migrant political agency. 
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This brings us to a final point in our discussions of the balance of stories. Can we really avoid 

Eurocentric categorisations of the world?11 In many ways it is an impossible feat to escape 

Eurocentrism, especially as an author of European identity, educated in a highly Eurocentric 

setting. The paper starts with a quote from Aristotle – binding the work to one of the most 

recognised thinkers, due to his centrality in so-called European civilisation. And he speaks only 

of “man”, discounting women and a number of other people in his definition of political 

agency. Indeed, Arendt reflects on the plight of enslaved persons, whereby “it was forgotten 

that it was man who had deprived his fellow men of freedom” (Arendt 1962: 297). It was 

Hannah Arendt who showcased the lack of universal human rights, including fundamental 

political ones, outside the political community of a nation state. For her, the deprivation of a 

“right to have rights” is tied to no longer having the “right to belong” (Arendt 1962: 296–97). 

Though this is a foundational starting point for a deliberation on the political agency of 

refugees and other migrants, it is of European origin. Moreover, Arendt herself failed to spell 

out the colonial and imperial context of understanding race in America, and like many other 

scholars of international relations “was unable to fully escape the discourse of European 

superiority in which she was trained and acculturated” (Owens 2017: 19). We could therefore 

delete these references as Eurocentric, but as we argue in our work on Afrocentrism, the point 

is not to replace one centrism with another, but to expand our relational understanding of the 

world (Hamidu et al. 2026). Dismissing the work of Arendt entirely because of her problematic 

omissions would also mean missing out on the important contributions she did make that lay 

out the foundations for justifying why there should be political agency for migrants in the first 

place. The aim is to showcase African perspectives – the experiences on the continent, the 

histories in very particular post-colonial settings, the varied but particular socio-political 

contexts – because this matters for better understanding PAM globally. We cannot 

disentangle ourselves from Eurocentric ideas, but we can try to be transparent about where 

they have given us fruitful starting points, and where the limitations are. In addition, we then 

need to point to Afrocentric empirical experiences, theories and understandings of the world 

in order to give us new types of answers. I now turn to the last section on how we listen.  

By asking the two basic questions of what is political and who is the migrant we can 

come to the conclusion that trying to conceptualise PAM in a non-Eurocentric way involves 

11 Thanks to Siddarthi Trippati who posed this question when I presented the paper at the research colloquium 
of Postcolonial Hierarchies in Peace and Conflict on 10 April 2026.  
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several elements. Above all, PAM is self-defined, albeit within a balance-of-stories approach. 

Moreover, political agency includes three pillars: it is an intersectional experience and thus 

can include different types of experiences; there is a self-defined intent as political; and there 

is a transformational intent. Migrants are part of a heterogeneous intersectional migrant 

collective within a broader politicisation process. This process speaks to the structures 

affecting their capacity for agency, and covers both state and non-state interactions as well as 

the broader social and cultural norms. Notably, this politicisation process can both negatively 

and positively impact migrants and their agency. Squire urges scholars to reflect on the 

importance of normative care in engaging with migrant agency in relation to unauthorised 

migration to Europe (Squire 2017).  “Conceptual interventions have analytical and normative 

effects,” she argues (Squire 2017: 263). Similarly, we argue for greater care in considering 

political agency more broadly by better incorporating non-Western perspectives empirically, 

methodologically and conceptually. We reflect on this in this final section of the paper.  

 

6. How to listen   

Previous scholarship highlights participatory methods used by migrant actors that are 

inspirational in expressing their migrant agency. Methods that groups use for their political 

activism can vary, such as the diasporic Filipino theatre groups, where migrants create scripts 

reflecting their struggles and caregiving lives separated from their own families, through 

artistic expressions that are “equal parts politics, therapy and socialising” (see Stasiulis, Jinnah, 

and Rutherford 2020: 11). Performative arts are frequently a foundation for migrant activism 

to increase visibility in the public sphere, like the caravan of the Central American mothers in 

search of their disappeared migrant children in Mexico (Hernández 2017). In a Tanzanian 

refugee camp, refugees formed a performance group and put on plays, a collective endeavour 

to “give voice to people and issues that they feel have been ignored” (Thomson 2025: 445). 

These experiences of migrant agents can also translate into participatory methods in the study 

of their very agency.  

If we want to fully account for a balance-of-stories approach and if we want to be open 

to what is political beyond the normative constraints of Eurocentric learnings, we need to 

consider how to listen. Inspired by feminist methodology, which is relational and participatory, 

the study of PAM going forward will try two different research methods: migrant agency 

diaries and theatre workshops. Firstly, the agency diaries work by identifying migrants in a 
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particular context – aiming to cover a range of migration trajectories, at least half women to 

better reflect the heterogeneous migrant collective – and ask the migrants to record any 

activity they deem to be “political” over a period of a year. In other words, they can record a 

voice message or take photos or videos of every relevant activity they participate in (for a 

similar research method, namely Feminist Participatory Action-Research (FPAR) based on 

photovoice with African migrant women in Spain, see Cubero and Garrido 2023). This 

catalogue or “migrant agency diary” helps compile a self-defined understanding of PAM, as 

well as incorporating oral traditions in methodology, which is appropriate to the regional 

context. In essence, it gives space to research participants to exercise agency (Fujii 2017). This 

method can help to draw out the self-defined nature of the political of PAM. An additional 

method could be life story interviews, where, in conversation, the researcher could learn 

whether migrants see certain actions as political, without pre-defining them from the outset.  

Secondly, together with local theatre actors, we aim to listen to the meaning of PAM, in 

particular in relation to the socio-cultural elements that play into the politicisation process, 

through participatory theatre workshops with groups of local community and migrants. Such 

theatrical workshops bring forward culturally resonant communal storytelling, since they are 

relational and can incorporate oral traditions. The method can involve either playback theatre 

(where a group of actors play back stories told by the audience) or a theatre forum (where 

participants act out their own stories) (Kaptani and Yuval-Davis 2008; Erel et al. 2017). There 

is a rich tradition of protest theatre and theatre produced as a means of resistance in Africa, 

and it can enable a more democratic form of knowledge production, like for a study on 

heterosexism and heteronormativity in South Africa (Francis 2013; see also Barnes et al. 2022).  

 

Conclusion 

In her paper on Congolese refugees in Tanzania, Marnie Jane Thomson argues that if the 

durable solution to reacting to refugees is really actually to address the issue at the root 

causes, then who “better to engage [in finding political solutions] … than refugees 

themselves?” (Thomson 2025: 450). This paper has aimed to take the reader on a journey 

towards trying to conceptualise political migrant agency. It builds on many wonderful and 

insightful books and papers, and more importantly discussions and collective thinking 

processes. The paper asks two very simple yet complex questions: Who is the migrant? and 

What is political? It argues that the migrant needs to be considered as part of an intersectional 
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heterogeneous collective within politicisation processes that negatively and positively impact 

their agency. The everyday, the politique de la bas, what is thought to be in the “private 

sphere” can all amount to the political – as long as migrants themselves see it as political (or 

actively choose not to) – and it contains an aspirational aim to change structures or conditions. 

All this is part of a balance-of-stories approach that centres the migrants’ own story-telling 

but also allows for the professional listening of scholars for when migrants can’t or don’t want 

to see their agency as political. The framework is a highly relational one, including the 

relationality towards the agent (relational to a migrant collective), the structures (relational 

within a politicisation process) and the intent (aimed at change). Moreover, it is 

epistemologically relational, including Afrotheoretical approaches and relational research 

methods. 

Returning to my own voice, as I write this, the global anti-migrant backlash seems to 

be worsening on a daily basis, after what has already been a bad decade for refugee and 

migrant rights since the so-called “migrant crisis” gripped Europe post-2015. Today, Ghana is 

organising repatriation flights from South Africa, after renewed xenophobic violent attacks 

have led to the loss of lives among migrants. Rohingya refugees remain in despair, facing 

crackdowns in numerous countries of refuge, including Bangladesh, Malaysia and Indonesia. 

Mexico continues to be complicit with border pushbacks from the USA, further militarising its 

governance structures. It is not a good time to be a migrant. As this tragedy unfolds, it would 

be disingenuous not to point to the normative agenda that this paper also promotes: that 

refugees and other migrants should feature everywhere, including in the political lives of their 

own choosing. Let me close with Achebe, who said in his interview with The Atlantic, 

The shift in power [of letting the formerly colonized speak for themselves] will create 

stories, but also stories will create a shift in power… And the world will be a richer place 

for that (Achebe 2000).  
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