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Abstract
During the so-called “refugee crisis”, the notion of an unparalleled German hospitality toward asylum seekers circulated
within the (inter)national public sphere, often encapsulated by the blurry buzzword “Welcome Culture”. In this article, we
scrutinize these developments and suggest that the image of the so-called “crisis” has activated an unprecedented number
of German citizens to engage in practices of “apolitical” helping. We argue that this trend has contributed to the emergence
of what we term a new dispositif of helping, which embeds refugee solidarity in humanitarian parameters and often avoids
an explicit political, spatial, and historical contextualization. This shift has activated individuals from the socio-political centre of society, well beyond the previously committed radical-left, antiracist, and faith-based groups. However, we aim to
unmask forms of “apolitical” volunteering for refugees as a powerful myth: the new dispositif of helping comes with ambivalent and contradictory effects that range from forms of antipolitics to transformative political possibilities within the
European border regime.
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1. Introduction: The Ambivalence of Volunteering in
Times of a “Refugee Crisis”
During the so-called “refugee crisis”,1 the notion of an unparalleled German hospitality toward asylum seekers circulated within the (inter)national public sphere (Akrap,
2016; The Economist, 2015). Indeed, along with the rising numbers of asylum seekers, a “new movement of volunteering for refugees” seems to have emerged throughout the country (Karakayali & Kleist, 2015, 2016). More
citizens than ever before provided support for refugees
1

in different kinds of ways, ranging from highly visible
ad-hoc actions, such as reception committees at railway stations or the overwhelming readiness to donate
(Paterson, 2015), to more sustained engagements for
asylum seekers, including the organization of language
courses and leisure time activities, mentoring, and legal
support (Aumüller, Daphi, & Biesenkamp, 2015; Daphi,
2016). These newly engaged volunteers, who often had
not been committed to refugees before the recent developments, formed grass-roots groups and citizens’ initiatives all over the country, involving individuals from a

We intentionally put the term “refugee crisis” in inverted commas because we refer to the dominant framing of the developments in summer 2015.
However, we claim that the phenomenon is better depicted as a “crisis of the European border regime” (Schwiertz & Ratfisch, 2016), a “crisis of refugee
protection” (Scherr, 2016), a “political crisis” (Geddes, 2017) or, better, by avoiding the crisis terminology altogether, as “the long summer of migration”
(Kasparek & Speer, 2015). In section two, we will outline how such metaphors of a “crisis” come with problematic effects.
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broad spectrum well beyond the previously committed
radical-left, antiracist, and faith-based groups. The blurry
buzzword “Welcome Culture” came to encapsulate this
new mainstreaming of supportive attitudes towards asylum seekers within German society (Hamann & Karakayali, 2017; Jungk, 2016).2 Angela Merkel’s famous quote
“Wir schaffen das!” [“We can do this!”] helped to raise
the willingness for public support and became an often
cited mantra for new volunteers (Glorius, 2017).
In this article, we aim to scrutinize this upsurge of
citizens’ commitment to refugees. We claim that the image of the so-called “crisis” mobilized previously nonengaged parts of society to provide temporary “help”
during the perceived emergency situation. This increase
in committed citizens came with a myth of “apolitical”3
volunteering for refugees and its framing within humanitarian parameters. Many volunteers explicitly distance
themselves from “being political” and claim that they
“just want to help” in order to relieve suffering (Karakayali & Kleist, 2016; Kreck & Gerbing, 2015).
We put forward a conceptual reading of these developments as implicating the formation of a new dispositif 4 of helping. Rather than being located outside politics, we will demonstrate that the new forms of volunteering are indeed highly political, although they come
with ambivalent effects. On the one hand, they illustrate
what has been discussed as the “limits” of humanitarianism (see e.g., Fassin, 2012) or the “antipolitics of care”
(Ticktin, 2011): instead of initiating transformations, they
can reinforce and become complicit in an increasingly
repressive migration regime by reproducing hegemonic
inequalities and hierarchies. On the other hand, these
developments pull refugee solidarity out of a niche and
can come with political possibilities that foster change. In
resonance with the writings of Jacques Rancière (1999,
2010), we understand the political as a “rupture” in the
dominant order—i.e. the migration regime—that comes
with transformative effects which alter the status quo towards a more egalitarian alternative.
This article builds, in large parts, on a meta-analysis
of existing qualitative and quantitative studies on the
trend of volunteering for refugees in Germany. We therefore outline the key findings of seminal contributions
that have emerged on the issue, mostly in German.
In combining and discussing these predominantly descriptive studies, we intend to fulfil two tasks: firstly,
we provide a more theoretically informed and systematic account of the developments in Germany; and sec-

ondly, we extend the debate to the Anglophone audience, which has so far scarcely addressed the peculiar,
ambivalent case of the German Welcome Culture. This
might also enable future studies to compare and parallel this case with developments in different national contexts. Beyond a secondary analysis, this article is also informed by our own empirical research on refugee solidarity and refugee self-organization—at times more, at
times less, explicitly.5
To unfold our argument on the German Welcome Culture, we first sketch out the theoretical underpinnings of
the new dispositif of helping (Section 2). We then discuss
how this dispositif might function as a form of “antipolitics” within the European migration regime (Section 3).
Subsequently, we show that the new volunteers’ movement also comes with political possibilities through the
creation of spaces of encounter (Section 4).
2. From the Margin to the Mainstream: The
Popularization of Refugee Solidarity and the
Emergence of a New Dispositif of Helping
In light of the rising number of asylum seekers arrivals
over the course of 2015, concerned citizens jumped in
where governmental actors failed to provide even the
most basic necessities such as clothes, food, or accommodation (Speth & Becker, 2016). To many of these
new volunteers, the catchphrase “Refugees Welcome”
became the popular mantra, which was even picked up
by the traditionally conservative tabloid “Die Bild” (2017).
Scholars and journalists alike have commented on this
extraordinary development as a “summer of welcome”
(Karakayali & Kleist, 2016), an “explosion of citizens’ commitment” (Hamann, Karakayali, Wallis, & Höfler, 2016)
or “mass mobilizations for refugees” (Deutsche Welle,
2016). Indeed, our own research has shown that even in
rural areas, where asylum seekers were accommodated
for the first time in a while, the number of people who
were willing to volunteer often exceeded the actual number of refugees within the community; the phones of volunteer agencies at city administrations did not stop ringing, and volunteer initiatives were unable to cope with
the sheer number of people willing to help. The readiness to donate was so strong that storehouses were piled
up with goods waiting to be sorted and processed. This
upsurge in citizens’ commitment throughout Germany
was not only a numerical increase but also brought new
motivations, parameters, and practical forms of volun-

2

Despite our focus on pro-refugee mobilizations in this text, it is also crucial to highlight the “dark side of ‘welcome culture’” (Jäckle & König, 2016): an
unprecedentedly high number of violent attacks on asylum seekers and their facilities, rapidly increasing popularity of the far-right party Alternative
für Deutschland (AfD), and the most severe restrictions in German asylum law in two decades (Hess et al., 2017; Schwiertz & Ratfisch, 2016).
3 We put the term “apolitical” in inverted comas in order to highlight the emic use of this term. Analytically, however, we claim that it is impossible for
refugee solidarity and help to remain apolitical, as we will demonstrate throughout this article.
4 Following Michel Foucault (1978, p. 119 ff.), we understand the concept of the dispositif as a heterogeneous ensemble of utterances, actors, and rules,
which follows particular philosophical, moral, and philanthropic propositions and, by doing so, legitimizes and “masks” specific practices. The concept
is further exemplified in Section 2.
5 Larissa Fleischmann has conducted intensive qualitative research on the topic of refugee solidarity in Germany. Through ethnographic fieldwork in various sites, she has participated in different events and meetings of volunteer initiatives and conducted more than thirty interviews with actors involved
in the reception of asylum seekers. Elias Steinhilper investigates the processes of political self-organization of refugees. In this context he has conducted
more than 30 in-depth interviews and participated in dozens of protest events and assemblies.

Social Inclusion, 2017, Volume 5, Issue 3, Pages 17–27

18

teering, and was highly influenced by the image of the
“refugee crisis”.
2.1. The Mobilizing Effects of the “Refugee Crisis”
In parallel to the highly visible upsurge in citizens’ commitment throughout Germany in 2015, the national and
international media reported extensively on the increasingly tense situation at Europe’s borders, accounting
for and reproducing the notion of an unprecedented
“refugee crisis” (see for example Holmes & Castañeda,
2016; Kallius, Monterescu, & Rajaram, 2016). On a daily
basis, new reports on the “Balkan Route” contributed to
the production of what De Genova (2013) has called a
“border spectacle”.
The image of the “crisis” seems to hold an important mobilizing effect. An explorative survey of the new
volunteers by Karakayali and Kleist (2016) found that
almost two-thirds of the respondents (66%) were mobilised no earlier than summer 2015, when the media
started to report extensively on the so-called “crisis”. In
addition, the authors assert that the media reports on
refugees during summer 2015 formed an explicit and
crucial motivating factor for the volunteers’ engagement
with refugees (see also Schwiertz & Ratfisch, 2016). This
was also confirmed by our empirical research. Many of
the interviewed volunteers stated that they perceived a
“practical urgency” to help in order to relieve “misery”,
spurred on mainly by media reports of the atrocities in
the civil wars in Syria and Iraq or reports of sinking vessels in the Mediterranean.
Both tendencies, the overwhelming rise in citizens’
commitment and the image of the “crisis”, thus appear
to be importantly connected and co-produced. The official German volunteering survey found that in 2009 less
than 0.1% of German society was committed to refugees
(Gensicke & Geiss, 2010, p. 231). Recent surveys, however, point to an exponential increase in the number of
committed citizens in support of refugees since 2011. Between 2011 and 2014, the number of volunteers rose
by at least 70% (Karakayali & Kleist, 2015). During the
perceived “crisis”, this trend accelerated, with the number of volunteers doubling in 2015 alone (Karakayali &
Kleist, 2016).
These findings resonate with previous contributions
on the issue, in which scholars have indicated that the impetus for immediate action stems from the image of the
“crisis”. Fassin (2016) has argued that the “crisis” served
to transmit the perception of an unprecedented humanitarian emergency situation or “moral crisis”, demanding
the immediate response of charitable citizens to those
in need. Others have argued that the topic of (irregular)
migration is particularly prone to alarmist perceptions of
emergency and risk, as it is generally perceived as a deviation from a sedentary norm and a danger to sovereign
power (see Malkki, 1996; Nyers, 2006a). In a similar vein,
De Genova and Tazzioli (2016) emphasize how “crisis”
narratives not only call for collective efforts by citizens
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but also legitimize technocratic emergency interventions
by the state. Most importantly, the image of a “refugee
crisis” tends not to regard the situation as an outcome
of concrete political decisions and failures but instead
puts forward a depoliticized and decontextualized view
of asylum and migration more broadly (see for instance
Calhoun, 2010). This is also mirrored in the volunteers’
commitment to refugees, as we will demonstrate in the
following section.
2.2. Changing Motivations, Parameters and Practices of
Support
The image of the “crisis” not only mobilized an unprecedented number of citizens but also brought new motivations. Before the recent upsurge in refugee solidarity, committed citizens were a small minority in society
and mainly originated in faith-based circles or networks
of left-wing activists (see Twickel, 2016). However, for a
large number of the new volunteers, neither religious nor
political parameters played a major role (see Karakayali &
Kleist, 2016, or Mutz et al., 2015). The recent popularity
of refugee solidarity has thus activated mainly “ordinary
citizens” positioned in the socio-political “centre” of society. This is supported by various studies, showing that
many of the newly engaged volunteers had previously
been neither politically active nor dedicated to other areas of voluntary work (Daphi, 2016; Karakayali & Kleist,
2016). At the same time, our own research finds that
many of the new volunteers shy away from a clear political position and ascribe rather vague humanistic qualities to their actions. Many volunteers seem to frame
their activities as a “sign of humanity”, as one of our interlocutors termed it.
This indicates how a large number of the newly committed volunteers embed their activities in humanitarian
logics, particularly those who started their activities during the “crisis” (Karakayali & Kleist, 2016). Many understand their “help” as a humane duty to people in need,
aimed at providing assistance and care in order to relieve
human suffering (Mutz et al., 2015). This humanitarian
framing is immanently connected to an “apolitical” selfunderstanding of the newly committed citizens. Our own
findings suggest that many of the new volunteers claim
that they do not “want to have anything to do with politics”. By doing so, they constitute themselves as “neutral”
individuals and establish a neat dividing line between
their forms of helping, which are perceived as standing
outside the realm of politics, and forms of “political activism”. Many distance themselves from (leftist) activist
groups which have been engaged in the field of refugee
and migrant solidarity prior to the recent media attention on the topic. In contrast to the volunteers, such designated “activists” claim an explicit left to radical-left political standpoint for their actions, embedding their commitment in a wider context of structural criticisms of neoliberal, post-colonial, or capitalist structures. This also
points to what was indicated by our empirical research:

19

for many of the new volunteers, the “political” stood for
the positioning on either one of the two sides, be it left
or right, of the political spectrum.
Due to their prescribed “apoliticalness”, however,
the new volunteers fall short of embedding their activities in a wider political context. This also affects their
ability to voice dissent, to take a stand, or to propose alternatives leading to formal political developments. At
a first glance, they thus appear to be less “political”—
understood in a Rancièrian tradition as dissensus or “rupture” in the given order—than those who are committed
to refugees and deliberately regard their activities as political action. However, in Section 4 we will outline how
this preconception is confounded by unexpected effects
and developments which point to the political qualities
of the new volunteers’ commitment.
These developments are in line with a general feature
of humanitarian practice that has been widely discussed
in anthropology and cultural studies (see for example
Bornstein & Redfield, 2011; Fassin, 2012; Feldman & Ticktin, 2010; Ticktin, 2014): humanitarian actors depend on
their dissociation from the field of the political, since
politics and humanitarianism come to occupy opposing
poles. Nyers (2006a, p. 32), for instance, has argued that
“humanitarian action and political action are cast as two
distinct and separate modes of acting and being-in-theworld”. In contrast to the negative connotations that are
ascribed to politics, humanitarianism is seen as its positive counterpart and becomes discursively connected to
the principles of humanity, impartiality, and neutrality
(Nyers, 2006a, p. 27).
2.3. The Emergence of a New Dispositif of Helping
The recent popularization of citizens’ commitment to
refugees, we argue, can be conceptualized as a shift towards a dispositif of helping, which builds on humanitarian parameters. It consists of an ensemble of sensemaking processes that evolve around the claim to provide (“apolitical”) help to people in need and that are
accompanied by an impetus to relieve human suffering.
Foucault (1977, p. 194) understands the dispositif as:
a heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses,
institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions,
laws, administrative measures, scientific statements,
philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions.
Thus, we think of the dispositif surrounding refugee
solidarity as the discursive sense-making processes—
including the motivations, principles, and framings—
that legitimize and guide concrete practices in support
of refugees.
Such a conceptual take on the new trend of volunteering is useful for our overall argument for two reasons.
First, it highlights the power relations that are immanent to such a dispositif of helping. According to Foucault
(1977, p. 196), a dispositif is always inscribed into “a play
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of power”, which conditions and is conditioned by certain
types of knowledges. This indicates how different actors
take part in and compete over the meanings and sensemaking processes in which the acts of volunteering for
refugees become embedded. Indeed, Barnett (2017, p. 4)
has recently identified this in the specific context of humanitarianism: “the world of care might present itself as
an antidote to the world of power and interest, but it is
not as innocent as it pretends to be”. Second, and connectedly, the notion of the dispositif highlights the strategic functions of a dispositif of helping. Foucault has put
this as follows: “its major function [is] at a given historical moment that of responding to an urgent need” (p.
195, emphasis in original). In the preceding paragraphs,
we have sketched how the image of the “refugee crisis”
appeared to demand immediate reactions and held important mobilizing effects. It consequently also points to
the strategic function of the dispositif of helping in the
governance of migration: it provided the necessary relief
for governmental actors and thus presented a way out of
the “crisis” which at the same time guaranteed the survival of the migration regime.
3. Reinforcing an Exclusive Migration Regime: The New
Dispositif of Helping as Antipolitics
Journalists have celebrated and heralded the German
Welcome Culture as an archetypical model of a transformative and progressive civil society (Dewast & Chasturvedi, 2015; Freedland, 2015; Prantl, 2015). Scholars,
however, have advocated a more cautious reading of the
recent popularization of refugee solidarity (Scherr, 2016;
Steinhilper & Fleischmann, 2016; van Dyk, Dowling, &
Haubner, 2016). In a similar vein, we propose that an
“apolitical” understanding of volunteering for refugees
might lead to what Miriam Ticktin (2011) has termed
the “antipolitics of care”. Instead of contributing to a progressive change, the new volunteers might reinforce the
established order by reproducing hegemonic discriminations and exclusions and thus contribute to the survival
of a migration regime in crisis.
3.1. The New Volunteers as Actors in a Restrictive
Migration Regime
Many studies of humanitarianism have questioned the
conventional notion of humanitarian practice as a set
of politically neutral and impartial practices (see Fassin,
2007; Feldman & Ticktin, 2010). From this perspective,
the “apolitical” claim needs to be unmasked as an illusion since the universal category of “humanity” is always embedded in a political context that is determined
by sovereign power and the stratification of rights (see
Scherr, 2016). Thus, authors such as Didier Fassin (2012)
and Peter Nyers (2006a) have convincingly argued that,
instead of constituting two separate areas, politics and
humanitarian aid are inextricably connected. They point
to the entangled nature of humanitarian and governmen-
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tal actors and speak of “the politics of humanitarianism”
(Nyers, 2006a, p. 29) or forms of “humanitarian government” (Fassin, 2012). From this perspective, humanitarian practice becomes immanently complicit in the governance of migration. Ticktin (2011), for example, speaks of
a “regime of care”, which reduces refugees to their suffering and represents them as “bare life” that does not
possess a “right to have rights”. This might even lead to
forms of “humanitarian violence”, which occur when humanitarian actors and governmental actors work in perfect symmetry (Nyers, 2006a).
In his influential piece “The Anti-Politics Machine”,
Ferguson (1994) claims that the depoliticization of certain areas of policy leads to a decrease of their democratic scrutiny and makes governmental interventions appear to be “technical solutions to technical problems”.
Similarly, Nyers (2006a, p. 29) has argued that supposedly “apolitical” humanitarian interventions “work to establish the refugee phenomenon as a non-political occurrence”. This tendency became explicit in the context of
the recent upsurge in citizens’ commitment to refugees
and the shift towards a humanitarian dispositif of helping: the reception of asylum seekers is perceived as a
solely humanitarian occurrence, detached from (globalized) political contexts.
In line with Fergusons’ observations, the depoliticization of refugee solidarity has coincided with the
strongest tightening of German asylum law since the
early 1990s (Hamann et al., 2016; Pro Asyl, 2016). This includes the “asylum packages” II and III, the classification
of further states as so-called “safe countries”, as well as a
tremendous increase in deportations (Bundesregierung,
2016; Gruppe Blauer Montag, 2017; Scherr, 2015a;
Scherr & Scherschel, 2015). These immediate and restrictive governmental responses are also encouraged
by the image of the crisis, as different scholars have argued (see De Genova & Tazzioli, 2016; Scherr, 2016). Despite deteriorating conditions for many asylum seekers
in Germany, new volunteers have rarely engaged in public contestations of the recent governmental interventions (Omwenyeke, 2016; Ulu, Byakuleka, & Arps, 2016).
In our own empirical research projects, many of the volunteers interviewed stated that contestation of governmental politics lay outside their “sphere of responsibility”
since it was considered incompatible with their neutral
claim that they “merely” want to provide practical “help”
to refugees. This, in many instances, coincided with a
non-reflective acceptance and reproduction of government distinctions between those who are “wanted” and
those who are “unwanted” and subsequently deported.
3.2. Reproducing Exclusions and Conditioning
Deportability
Volunteering risks reproducing pre-existing notions of
who counts as a “genuine” or a “bogus” refugee, based
on the asylum seekers’ nationality (see Schwiertz & Ratfisch, 2016, p. 25). Larissa Fleischmann’s research project
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has shown that many of the new volunteers have clear
conceptions of who “deserves” their help: mainly Syrians or other nationalities with a good “Bleibeperspektive” [“perspective of staying”], especially families and
women. In contrast, asylum seekers originating from
African countries or single young man are often perceived as “undeserving”. This notion is supported by a
representative survey by the Robert Bosch Foundation
(2014), which found that the readiness to help is significantly higher towards asylum seekers who are perceived to be refugees from war-torn countries and significantly lower towards “economic migrants”, who are
said to claim asylum on false pretences.
Different authors have illustrated how the emphasis
on a humanitarian duty towards certain categories of migrants (i.e., those who are perceived as legitimately suffering) holds a strategic function: it serves to divert attention away from the increasingly repressive tendencies of
the migration regime, that tends to illegalize a large number of migrants from the Global South. De Genova & Tazzioli (2016, p. 27), for example, have argued that:
the spectacularization of the “humanitarian crisis”
obscures other realities, most notably the subordinate incorporation of “rejected asylum-seekers” and
other illegalized migrants through the exploitation of
their labor.
The image of a “humanitarian crisis” thus legitimized the
reception of some and the deportation of others.
3.3. The Reproduction of Paternalism
Our empirical research includes many instances in which
volunteers have voiced clear preconceptions about the
appropriate form of “helping” and determined its conditions and parameters. Some organized, amongst other
activities, gardening, joint visits to museums, or sailing trips. Often, however, such activities were more
in line with the benefactors’ ideas and interests than
with the concrete and immediate needs of newly arrived asylum seekers. Many academic studies have outlined how refugees are portrayed and de-subjectified
as “mute victims” (Rajaram, 2002) or “speechless emissaries” (Malkki, 1996) through practices of humanitarian assistance. Instead of being recognized as selfdetermined individuals capable of desires, actions, and
speech, or in other words, as political subjects with a
“right to have rights” (Arendt, 1996), they are constituted
as passive recipients of aid and charity (Nyers, 2006b).
In consequence, humanitarian practice regularly constitutes asylum seekers as subjects who are reduced to their
mere thankfulness and, in consequence, are increasingly
dependent on the goodwill and intermediation of volunteers or other humanitarian actors (Hyndman, 2000;
Khosravi, 2010). This image, which portrays asylum seekers as incapable of improving their situation on their own,
reduces them to a state of passivity, infancy, and mute-
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ness (Fleischmann, 2015). According to Stierl (2016), this
tendency has been importantly influenced by the more
recent media attention towards forced migration, which
has presented refugees as helpless victims of atrocious
wars and ruthless people smugglers.
Interactions that are based on a perception of the
refugees as helpless victims are present alongside asymmetric power relations and reproduce forms of paternalism and discrimination (see Barnett, 2017). Fassin (2012,
p. 4) has outlined, how humanitarian assistance and compassion “always presupposes a relation of inequality”
and an “attitude of superiority” of the benefactors. Instead of empowering refugees to speak for themselves,
it is often the volunteers who speak for the refugees and
define the conditions of the help that is offered (Jakob,
2015; Ulu et al., 2016). This image also risks silencing the
struggles of forced migrants who have organized themselves for decades in order to become visible as political subjects and to fight for their rights (Klotz, 2016;
Omwenyeke, 2016; Steinhilper, 2016). Activist groups,
which were active in the field of refugee solidarity before
the recent upsurge of citizens’ commitment, have long
broached the issue of paternalism and problematized internal power structures (see Transact, 2014). So far, however, a profound discussion along these lines has been
limited with respect to the new citizens’ initiatives.
In the preceding paragraphs, we have argued that the
“apolitical” self-understanding of the volunteers presents
a powerful fiction. Instead of being located outside politics, the new volunteers are entangled with governmental actors and reproduce and sustain hegemonic logics
of the governance of migration in multiple ways. We
thus suggest that the new forms of helping can figure as
antipolitics and reinforce a repressive migration regime.
And yet, the new dispositif of helping also comes with
transformative political possibilities.
4. Contesting Exclusive Migration Regimes: Spaces of
Encounter and Interventions in Public Discourse
The new popularization of volunteering and the shift towards a dispositif of helping also holds important transformative political qualities. Informed by Rancière (1999,
2010), we refer to the political as the possibility of altering, reforming, or contesting existing hegemonic structures towards a more egalitarian societal order. In the
following sections, we will outline three such possibilities
for political change within the new dispositif of helping.
These are not purely theoretical in nature but are supported by the emerging body of empirical literature on
the issue.
4.1. Spaces of Encounter for Previously Detached Groups
Even though many volunteers started their engagement
with a humanitarian motive, claiming to be explicitly
6

“apolitical”, this framing is not necessarily static. Building on academic work that deals with the “transformative effects” of engagement in social movements and
civil society more broadly (Della Porta, 2008; Goodwin,
Jasper, & Polletta, 2009), we propose that volunteering
for refugees comes with a similar effect: those involved
are shaped by interactions with others during their involvement. Reviewing the existing empirical evidence on
the issue, we suggest that the diverse acts of volunteering create spaces of encounter between established residents and the newly arrived refugees that bring about
important personal and interpersonal transformations
through at least three mechanisms.
First, personal contact significantly reduces the
propensity for “group-focused enmity”6 (Zick et al.,
2008), including racism. In their analysis of determinants
of violence against asylum seekers, König and Jäckle have
found that:
these assaults are indeed more driven by a “fear of
the unknown”. The co-presence of foreigners, in contrast, fosters a social climate in which ethnic violence
is less likely to occur. (2016, p. 22)
Personal engagement and continuous interaction with
refugees is likely to have a lasting effect for those involved, as—in the words of Christian Jakob—they are an
“antiserum against xenophobia” (Jakob, 2016). Accordingly, representative surveys have shown that those who
are volunteering for refugees describe their experiences
as predominantly positive (Ahrens, 2015) and are thus either developing or reinforcing tolerant attitudes towards
refugees. This is of particular significance since, as empirical studies show, it is the first personal encounter with
refugees for many of the new volunteers (Karakayali &
Kleist, 2016; Robert Bosch Stiftung, 2014).
Second, these encounters hold the potential for unveiling systemic contradictions within the European migration regime. In many cases of repeated exchange between volunteers and asylum seekers, affective relationships emerge that last even if the “welcomed refugee”
is relabelled an “unwanted migrant” after the rejection
of an asylum application. In a qualitative study, Hinger
(2016) has traced this transformative process for volunteers in a welcome initiative in the German city of Osnabrück. Many members gradually became explicitly political through helping and have developed clear political positions (e.g., with regard to deportations). Individual cases necessarily unveil the connection between abstract (asylum) laws and the violent reality for those excluded from protection or social rights (Scherr, 2015a,
2015b). Similar processes of politicization within the dispositif of helping can be observed in many other groups
in various cities (Fritsche, Kleine, & Tietze, 2016), including the highly visible group Moabit hilft in Berlin (van Dyk
et al., 2016).

“Group-focused enmity is a syndrome of various interrelated factors, all based on an ideology of inequality, devaluating out-groups based on race,
sexual orientation, religion, or economic usefulness” (Zick et al., 2008).
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Third, the newly emerging initiatives are embedded
in a social movement of volunteering for refugees which
also includes experienced activists from anti-racist and
immigrant-rights movements. Indeed, most of the newly
emerging initiatives had to rely on the expertise of established actors in the field. In this regard, many of the regional Refugee Councils [Landesflüchtlingsräte] and the
umbrella organization Pro Asyl have served as relays between new groups and the established immigrant rights
movement, providing information, training, and contacts.
A more direct space of encounter for diverse actors was
formed by the network “Welcome2Stay”, launched at a
conference in summer 2016. It involves more than 800
members of welcome initiatives, anti-racist groups, and
migrant self-organizations (Welcome2Stay, 2016)—from
“ordinary citizens” to “radical-left activists”. Another example of diffusion is provided by the anti-racist association glokal e.V., which has recently published a brochure
“Willkommen ohne Paternalismus” [“Welcome without
paternalism”] (2017), which builds on the explicit idea
of assisting newly established welcome initiatives and of
making accessible the “lessons learned” from earlier proimmigrant mobilizations. These networks often—though
certainly not always—function as spaces of direct and
indirect encounter for parts of society with previously
little or no interaction (Fritsche et al., 2016). In consequence, debates with a long tradition in pro-immigrant
and antiracist circles—on self-reflexivity in multicultural
settings (critical whiteness as one variant), on the “limits”
of help, or on the contextualization of forced migration
(Transact, 2014)—have started to diffuse from an antiracist niche into broader areas of society.
4.2. Breaking Isolation: The Dispositif of Helping as a
Stepping-Stone to Empowerment
The spaces of encounter also hold the potential to transform those with a history of forced migration and to support them in becoming political subjects beyond their
ascribed role as passive recipients of government or civil
society aid. For decades, organized refugees such as The
Voice Refugee Forum, Women in Exile, or the Caravan for
the Rights of Refugees and Migrants have criticised and
resisted isolation from the majority population imposed
by various means: accommodation in often peripheral
areas (Pieper, 2008); until recently, mobility restrictions
[“Residenzpflicht”], work bans, or food vouchers (Jakob,
2016). These measures amount to a system of “organized
disintegration” (Täubig, 2009). The recently established
welcome initiatives de facto contribute to breaking this
isolation; no matter how banal or apolitical their activities might seem, they constitute at times unique access
points to German society (see also Jungk, 2016), providing temporary relief from the often desolate life in
the camps, as well as information and contacts. Various
studies in other issue areas have shown that weak ties—
relatively loose relations to parts of society from which a
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certain actor would otherwise be isolated—are, in combination with affective and close strong ties, a necessary
condition for processes of mobilizations in general (Diani
& McAdam, 2003; Granovetter, 1973) and for migrants
in particular (Nicholls, 2008; Nicholls & Uitermark, 2016).
Through such channels, marginalized actors can tap material (information, money, logistics) and emotional resources (Han-Broich, 2015; Laubenthal, 2007) which are
necessary for subsequent self-organization and empowerment. It remains subject to further specific empirical
analysis to investigate if and how these latent resources
embedded in newly emerging spaces of encounter (in
large parts of Germany these were absent until the summer of migration) translate into processes of political subjectivation among refugees.
4.3. Interventions in Public Discourse
In many municipalities, members of newly established
“welcome initiatives” interact regularly with neighbours,
local administrations and politicians, welfare associations, and the media. This points to another political
mechanism of volunteering for refugees: welcome initiatives foster understanding of the needs of refugees
in neighbourhoods, intervene in public discourse and,
by doing so, perform a crucial integrating role in society (see also Daphi, 2016; Speth & Becker, 2016). Such
processes can be traced in highly distinct contexts: a
research project conducted in the wealthy neighbourhood of Hamburg-Harvestehude found that the work of
welcome initiatives had contributed significantly to the
mediation of residents’ initial opposition to an accommodation centre and its transformation into strong approval (Friedrichs, Leßke, & Schwarzenberg, 2017). Another non-representative study commissioned by the
Robert Bosch Foundation which also included economically underprivileged neighbourhoods such as MarzahnHellersdorf and Neukölln-Britz mirrors these findings
(Aumüller et al., 2015). In a similar vein, more than
90% of the respondents in the EFA II-study stated that,
through volunteering, they aimed to publicly demonstrate that in Germany, “besides the far-right agitation
and violence”, there is “also a welcome culture” (Karakayali & Kleist, 2016, authors’ translation from German; see
also Fritsche et al., 2016).
Both the unprecedented numerical strength and the
diversity of the “movement of volunteering for refugees”
(Karakayali & Kleist, 2015, p. 19), combining internetsavvy young people with entrepreneurs, churches, retirees, and anti-racist structures, shaped public opinion.
In this way, cooperation at the local level also combined
with a strong pro-immigrant discourse at the national
level. All of these political possibilities immanent in the
new trend of volunteering underline our key argument:
“apolitical” help presents a myth, even though many individuals involved perceive their activities in solely humanitarian terms.
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5. Conclusion: Contextualizing Volunteering for
Refugees

lasting transformation towards a more egalitarian society with universal rights and global solidarity.

Throughout this article we have unmasked forms of “apolitical” volunteering for refugees as a powerful myth. Far
from being located outside politics, the new volunteers,
who predominantly embed their activities in humanitarian parameters, have a political stake in the existent migration regime: they have guaranteed its survival amid a
“crisis” of deficient migration and asylum policies.
We have offered a conceptual view of citizens’ increasing commitment as a new dispositif of helping by
scrutinizing how its humanitarian parameters come with
ambivalent and, at times, contradictory effects. On the
one hand, they reinforce and become complicit in an
increasingly restrictive migration regime by reproducing dominant hierarchies, exclusions and discriminations.
On the other hand, the new volunteers contest and transform the current migration regime. Whereas we have
termed the former the antipolitics of volunteering, the
latter constitutes, in a Rancièrian tradition, the essence
of the political: the transformation of problematic societal structures in the direction of a more egalitarian order. We argue that this possibility for political transformation emerges when volunteers become aware of the
powerful myth of “apolitical” help and begin to embed
their volunteering activities in a wider context, instead
of turning a blind eye to it. This involves the contextualization of volunteering for refugees in the spatial, social,
institutional, and legal conditions of forced migration.
Last but not least, we want to highlight the empirical
limits of this study. Our primary aim in this article was to
combine and discuss existing studies in order to provide
a more theoretically informed and systematic account of
these recent developments. In this regard, we have introduced the idea of a new dispositif of helping. However, additional research is needed in various regards:
firstly, our claims should be confronted with representative data on the motivations and framing of volunteers’
engagement; secondly, qualitative and empirically rich
research is needed to further refine our conceptualizations through an investigation of the power dynamics at
play, the volunteers’ sense-making processes, their daily
practices, as well as their effects on the processes of
emancipation among refugees.
After the more recent fading of the image of the “crisis” from the public eye, the question arises whether
the recent mobilizations and popularizations of refugee
solidarity will develop into sustainable and long-lasting
commitment. This will depend to a great degree on the
ability of the volunteers to think beyond the “crisis” and
to re-politicize the topic of forced migration. Future humanitarian “crises”, we argue, should be thought of as
results of governmental decisions and contextual conditions. Furthermore, those who are affected by these processes must be empowered in order to obtain a political
voice and to demand a “right to have rights”. Under such
circumstances, the Welcome Culture can bring about a
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