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Running for inclusion: responsibility, (un)deservingness and the spectacle of

integration in a sport-for-refugees intervention in Geneva, Switzerland

This study contributes to critical inter-disciplinary analyses of the meanings, uses and
implications of sport-for-integration initiatives in relation to the contemporary politics of
asylum in the Global North. It will do so, by drawing on an ethnographic study addressing the
activities of FLAG21, a sport project based in Geneva, Switzerland, that employs running as
an instrument of integration and health promotion for migrants and refugees. In advancing this
discussion, we put to dialogue Nicholas De Genova's work on the “border spectacle” (2013)
with critical analyses of integration in (forced) migration studies to explore what we call the
“integration spectacle”. Through this lens, we address FLAG21 activities to examine the
scenes of inclusion and the obscene of exclusion that sport projects aiming to foster refugees'
social integration can at the same time make visible and unwittingly conceal through their
interventions. The discussion illuminates the ambivalent positions that sport interventions
occupy within the politics and moral representations of asylum. This, as a premise to imagine,
co-create and support sport and leisure practices and contexts that are more closely attending
to and engaging with refugees' experiences, struggles and trajectories within and beyond

contemporary regimes of asylum.

Keywords: sport; running; integration; politics of asylum; refugees; Switzerland

Introduction

In the face of consistent increases in asylum-seeking across the world, in the last four decades states
of the Global North have grown more creative and aggressive in their attempts to exclude people
seeking asylum from (and within) national borders (see Mayblin 2020; Mountz 2020; Tazzioli and
De Genova 2020). Whether posited as an economic burden requiring stricter “sorting” procedures
or as a cultural, and even existential, threat to the nation, the figure of the refugee! has been
increasingly mobilised to justify the normalisation of xenophobic narratives and hostile
environments towards newcomers. This discursive frame contributed to the advancement of “best
practices of exclusion” (Mountz 2020, xvi), policies and laws that increasingly prevent people from

arriving, making asylum claims or receiving adequate support while waiting for the outcome of an

1 In this paper, the terms ‘refugee’, ‘forced migrant’, ‘people seeking sanctuary/asylum’ will be used inclusively to
refer to people at all stages of the asylum process, unless when relevant to draw attention to the differences produced
by the maze of the asylum system (see also De Martini Ugolotti, 2020)



application (see Mayblin 2020). As argued elsewhere, the growing scholarly attention towards
refugees, sport and leisure has so far missed articulating refugees’ sporting practices and contexts in
relation to the consequences of intensifying state experimentations with various means of detention,
dispersal and deterrence towards people seeking asylum (De Martini Ugolotti and Caudwell 2021).
While aiming to make impactful research, most of the existing scholarship's alignment with policy-
driven questions and frameworks (e.g. integration, health, community cohesion) often resulted in
short-term answers to narrowly-defined questions when addressing the sporting experiences, needs
and subjectivities of people seeking asylum (see Spaaij et al. 2019; De Martini Ugolotti and
Caudwell 2021). The reproduction of widespread understandings of refugees as a “kind of person”
(Malkki 1995, 513), traumatised, lacking, or needing to “integrate”, have often contributed to the
employment of deficit-approaches addressing forced migrants as passive beneficiaries of sport-for-
inclusion interventions (see Spaaij et al 2019; Luguetti et al. 2021). These approaches have often
failed to engage with refugees' trajectories of migration and resettlement and the relevance of sport
in their lives beyond, and sometimes despite, pre-defined (and Western-centred) ideas of
acculturation, health and (self)development (see, Mashreghi, 2021; Agergaard et al. 2021; Collison
and De Martini Ugolotti 2021). At the same time, programmes aiming to empower refugees by
highlighting and fostering their capabilities through sport have yet to critically examine how
strength-based approaches can unwittingly overlap and converge with increasing assimilationist
trends in integration policies (see Jeanes et al. 2015). This is specifically the case for policy
approaches that insist on refugees' responsibility to integrate and transfer societal issues
(unemployment and poverty, but also xenophobia, racism and gendered inequalities) onto
newcomers (see Uheling 2015; Schinkel 2018).

Following these premises, this study takes up previous calls for a more critical examination
of the role that sport and leisure have in reproducing or challenging existing assumptions,
narratives, and practices that shape the lives and trajectories of people seeking asylum (see De
Martini Ugolotti and Caudwell 2021). It will do so, by drawing on an ethnographic study addressing
the activities of FLAG21, a sports project based in Geneva, Switzerland, that employs running as an
instrument of integration and health improvement for migrants and refugees (FLAG21 2021).

In light of the aims of this paper, focusing on a sporting initiative in the Swiss context has a
double relevance. Switzerland, and namely Geneva, constitute the symbolic birthplaces of the
asylum convention and the country prides itself on its historical ‘humanitarian tradition’ (Affolter
2020; Eule 2020). Furthermore, while Switzerland hosts international organisations increasingly
engaged with sport in relation to issues of forced migration and displacement (e.g. UNHCR; 10C),

analyses of refugees' experiences of sport and leisure in the country have received very limited
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attention (see Brehanu Alemu et al. 2021 for an exception).

In advancing this discussion, we put to dialogue Nicholas De Genova's work on the “border
spectacle” (2013) with critical analyses of integration in (forced) migration studies (Uheling 2015;
Schinkel 2018) to explore what we call the “integration spectacle”. Through this lens, we address
FLAG21 activities to examine the scenes of inclusion and the obscene of exclusion that sports
projects aiming to foster refugees' social integration can at the same time make visible and

unwittingly conceal through their interventions.

Fairness through exclusion: an overview of Swiss Asylum Policy

The timeframe of this study overlapped with the period immediately following the final
implementation of a radical reform of the Swiss Asylum System from the 1st March 2019. The
reform, approved by 65% of voters in a referendum in 2016, aimed to accelerate the processing of
asylum applications so that integration or expulsion could happen as quickly and efficiently as
possible (Eule 2020). Under the new, more restrictive system, up to 70% of asylum applications
would be dealt with in less than 140 days through an accelerated procedure in which their
“credibility” would be sorted through a number of criteria, including the nationality of the applicant
(Poertner 2017; AIDA 2021). The reform also implied the decentralisation of the asylum system and
the creation of 21 federal asylum centres to house people waiting for their asylum response or
appealing a failed application (Eule 2020; Amnesty International 2021).

According to the policy, the reform would enable “credible” refugees to see their status
swiftly recognised and start to rebuild their lives in Switzerland. At the same time, ‘“non-credible”
applicants, including those coming from nations with “high numbers of asylum application, but low
success rates?” (AIDA 2021; see also Poertner 2017) would be as swiftly issued a negative response
and deported.

Despite being presented as providing fairness and efficiency to the asylum process and
better integration perspectives for those granted refugee status or temporary protection, the policy's
implementation data suggested a very different picture. The number of cases that the Federal
Administrative Court (FAC), which deals with appeals against asylum decisions, has sent back for
re-examination to the State Secretariat for Migration (SEM) has increased almost four-fold in 2020
(from 4.8% to 16.8%). In the vast majority of cases, the FAC judges have ruled that the “SEM had

not established the facts with sufficient precision in terms of the grounds for asylum” or that there

%Itis important to note that nationality-based assessment for asylum decisions have been widely critiqued for ignoring
individual circumstances that lead to an asylum claim (e.g. from political to gender, or sexuality-based persecution that
are increasing in countries otherwise considered “safe to return”) (Vuilleumier 2020).
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are “gaps in the investigation of medical problems” (FAC 2020). As judges, lawyers and activists
argued, the new policy focus on speed in asylum decisions had knock-on effects on the accuracy of
the overall asylum process with systematic and dramatic implications for the lives impacted
(Vuilleumier 2020). Third sector and migrant's rights organisations have also denounced the remote
location (Poertner 2017) and security regimes that prevail in federal asylum centres. These include
restrictions on private life (e.g. music bans and no eating in-between meals) and invasive security
regimes (e.g. regular searches of sleeping quarters, body search upon entry to buildings) but also
systematic abuse at the hands of security guards (Amnesty International 2021). The same reports
have also noted how access to medical services is complicated in some centres by a lack of
interpreters and cooperation between migration officials, lawyers, and doctors.

Overall, the policy ambitions to “expedite” the examination of asylum applications and the
issues these ambitions create is not new, nor unique to the Swiss context. The reform adapted
processes previously implemented in Denmark and The Netherlands (Eule 2020). Moreover,
accelerating examinations of asylum applications is one of the objectives of the New Pact on
Migration and Asylum currently under discussion within the European Union (European
Commission 2019-2024). Authors have extensively underlined how the frame under which these
asylum reforms are proposed and implemented stems from a long-lasting discourse about “false” or
“bogus” refugees trying to abuse the system; a discourse that emerged as the number of asylum
applications increased worldwide in the last four decades (see Mayblin 2020; Mountz 2020). In
Switzerland, this “fight against abuse” has been the driving force behind many of the restrictions
made in asylum law in the past thirty-seven years (Poertner 2017; Affolter 2020). One important
implication of these reforms is the seemingly paradoxical way in which calls for restrictive refugee
status determination are framed as upholding the Swiss “noble value of asylum” (Affolter 2020, p.
37) by ensuring that asylum is reserved for those “truly deserving” (Eule 2020). As Affolter (2020)
puts it, “fairness is, therefore, based on exclusion” (28). As we will discuss later in more detail,
these considerations have substantial implications in considering the role of sport in the integration
of refugees and forced migrants in the context of the study, and elsewhere. This is the case as people
seeking asylum often occupy a far-from-clear position within the moral and arbitrary definitions of
credible and deserving refugees3 (see Fassin 2005; Fassin and Kobelinsky 2012; Affolter 2020),
and are increasingly excluded by these (eg. when coming from the “wrong country”, or in the

“wrong way”). As problematic moral distinctions between deserving and undeserving refugees

3 Authors have highlighted how asylum claims' “non-credibility” are actively created by means of decision-making
processes, particularly through the questioning techniques used in asylum interviews (see Affolter, 2020 for an
overview). This argument complicates the common explanation put forward by asylum administrations, politicians and
much of the mainstream media that the majority of claims are rejected because the majority of asylum seekers lie.
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underpin rhetorics of fairness and integration in Swiss asylum policies and public perceptions, how
and to what extent do sport-for-integration interventions reinforce, shift, or address such
understandings? More specifically, whose integration and what conditions of possibility for
integration are reiterated and made visible through sport interventions, and whose exclusion sport-

for-integration initiatives may unwittingly contribute to conceal and normalise?

Theoretical framework: From the border to the integration spectacles

In addressing the questions just outlined we engage with and expand Nicholas De Genova's work on
the border spectacle, in itself an adaptation of Guy Debord's analysis of the society of the spectacle
(see Debord [1967] 1995; De Genova 2013). In Debord's conceptualisation, the spectacle “is not a
collection of images; it is a social relationship between people that is mediated by images” ([1967]
1995, 19). In this sense, according to Debord, the pervasive mass-mediated images that accompany
people's lives in contemporary societies do not simply represent social life but are at the same time
products and producers of social relations and practices. Drawing on this, De Genova (2013)
explores the discursive constellation combining policy and media rhetoric, language and images,
and more generally the “visual grammar” (1180) through which border enforcement practices and
their representations produce figures of migrants' illegality.

In this way, De Genova (2013) argues, the spectacle of enforcement at the border produces
migrants' spontaneous mobilities as “the brazen acts of veritable outlaws”, and thus “as occasions
for literal and figurative apprehension” which is to say “occasions for arrest and deportation, but
also for fear and loathing” (1183, emphasis added). The border spectacle thus produces requests for
more border enforcement that further reify the images of migrants' illegality. However, while
producing specific images and relations, like those of the state's dutiful and pro-active efforts to
ensure the security of its citizens, the border spectacle also conceals others. In this sense, the scenes
of exclusion through which border enforcement practices and images reify migrants' illegality are
always accompanied by their shadowy, publicly disavowed obscene supplement: the large-scale
inclusion of illegalised migrants as legally vulnerable, precarious, and thus tractable labour in
circuits of economic exploitation (see also Lewis et al. 2014). De Genova's conceptualisation offers
an important contribution to unpack the ways in which the simultaneous extension and
multiplication of border practices contribute to producing the phenomenon (illegal migration) they
are designed to contain and control (on this, see also Mountz 2020).

Following these considerations, in this paper, we contend that a similar conceptual focus can
be relevant to explore the constellation of images, texts and narratives that inform and shape

discourses of refugees' integration through sport. In doing this, we put De Genova's framework to



dialogue with critical analyses of contemporary understandings of integration in (forced) migration
studies (see Uheling 2015; Schinkel 2018). Uheling's work with refugee advisors in the United
States illuminated how policy and public aims underlining refugees' responsibility towards
integration effectively transferred social problems (like unemployment or poverty) onto newcomers
(see Uheling 2015, 1006). This was operationalised through a (funding related) shift in refugee
support organisations “away from legal protection and human rights toward [refugees'] work on the
self, feelings and internal states” (1008) as preconditions to achieve the self-reliance and autonomy
deemed necessary for successful integration.

Relatedly, Schinkel's (2018) work on the topic critiqued public and political framings of
integration as an individual responsibility that is unequally placed on the shoulders of classed and
racialised subjects in European societies (namely migrants and people seeking asylum, but also
post-migrant and ethnic minorities). These understandings contribute to reinforce and conceal the
systemic constitution of (forced) migrants and racialised citizens as always not “integrated enough”
and thus in need to constantly prove their commitment to integrate (Schinkel 2018). Concisely put,
Uheling and Schinkel's discussions illuminate how pervasive understandings of integration as
individual responsibility obscure wider and unequal social processes that shape skewed
opportunities, trajectories and expectations for people seeking asylum along intersecting classed,
racial, gendered and legal axis of difference.

Drawing on and expanding on these analyses, in the following sections we engage with the
ethnographic data and explore to what extent in FLAG21 activities an integration spectacle
contributed to make visible sporting scenes of inclusion that aligned with Swiss “humanitarian
tradition” (Affolter 2020) and idea(l)s of deserving, self-reliant and responsible refugees. This,
while unwittingly concealing the obscene exclusion of other(ed) people seeking asylum, including
those deemed undeserving-by-policy (Poertner 2017). Through this perspective, this paper
contributes to inter-disciplinary scholarly analyses at the intersection of sport and forced migration
studies that critically interrogate the meanings, uses and currency of sport-for-integration initiatives

in relation to issues of asylum, integration, and resettlement.

Methodology and research context

This study draws on 14 months of ethnographic research conducted between March 2019 and May
2020, with the last 3 months of data collection conducted online due to COVID-19-related
restrictions. As part of the research, between March 2019 and February 2020, the first author
participated in FLAG21 activities, namely weekly runs, meetings and events). The second author
joined later on for the data analysis and writing up of this study. FLAG21 is a not-for-profit



organisation founded in 2017 in Geneva, Switzerland. The association organises weekly training
and running sessions with a mixed group of refugees and locals with the aim of facilitating the
integration of migrants and refugees through running. Overall, the association’s activities aim to
serve three (broadly defined) goals: improving the physical and mental health of migrants and
refugees; improving the quantity and quality of their social networks as a way to encourage
migrants and refugees to take responsibilities in the first steps towards the labour market; sensitize
the local population to the theme of migration (FLAG21 2019). Since June 2018, the association
has organised regular running sessions every Saturday morning, which in the following months
branched also in post-training social activities (e.g. picnics, trips). From the start, the training
sessions have been conducted by four to five refugee coaches from Eritrea, Afghanistan, and Iran
(four males, one female). The organisation’s activities were promoted in cantonal asylum centres
and were open to locals and migrants alike, with no economic barriers to entry like other show-up-
and-run initiatives (e.g. parkrun).

During the research process, the first author's ethnographic participation in the weekly
sessions and related activities was integrated with analysis of secondary data (documents from the
association and other institutions/organisations, such as FAC, SEM, Amnesty International),
informal conversations with the association's members and five interviews with refugees (four men,
one woman, see Table 1) regularly attending and/or coaching the sessions. The gender imbalance in
the participants interviewed broadly reflected the imbalance in the running sessions, an issue that
the association was reflecting on during the research and has recently started to address by
providing childcare support and women-only activities (FLAG21 2021).

The first author's positionality in the field as a non-Swiss person of colour conducting a
postgraduate study on the association influenced the relationships and interactions that eventually
composed the ethnographic fragments that informed the study. Having French as a second language
but Hindi and English as first languages constituted at first a challenge to establish some
relationships within the association but also facilitated the creation of trusting relationships with
other participants and refugees in the sessions.

The conduction of interviews was contemplated only after several months of fieldwork, and
only with participants who had expressed their interest in the research and in voicing their
experiences of the group. Considering consent as an iterative process (Hugman et al. 2011), such
availability was also checked before the actual interview and for its recording. The interview
interlocutors had been in Switzerland for between one and six years. The study’s methodological
approach was not without limitations, and some considerations are important to make. Due to

COVID-19 restrictions in place from March 2020, the interviews had to take place over the phone.



Moreover, the interviews were conducted in four different languages - English, French, Hindi and
Tigrinya, and the interviews in French and Tigrinya were conducted with the help of an interpreter.
The role of interpreters in migration research carries an array of complexities related to trust and
power (see Edwards 2013). In this sense, the collaboration with an interpreter suggested by the
participants was fundamental to ensure the participants' sense of safety and trust in the conversation
with the researcher. Overall, the conversation-like approach employed in the interview and the
relationships built in the previous months through shared running practice aimed and contributed to
minimising the possibility of reproducing the experience of asylum interviews in the research
process (see Haile et al. 2020). Finally, this study only engaged with refugees who actively
participated in the running group, mostly as coaches. Therefore, the ethnographic field notes and the
interviews do not suggest an exhaustive account of forced migrants’ realities and relationalities in
the group, in Geneva or Switzerland more widely. Nevertheless, the crystallized (Richardson and St.
Pierre 2005) perspective provided by the study's integrated methods enabled us “to see beyond the
literalness of the observed” (Kincheloe 2001, 686). This approach enabled us to not leave unnamed
the historical, socio-economic, and political processes and forces that came into play in and through
the physical cultural site of the group (Kincheloe 2005). Informed by this methodological and
epistemological orientation we thus approached and analysed the data to address what had (not)
been said, shown and considered in the activities, interviews, and texts explored in the study.
Participants’ names and some minor details from their accounts have been modified to protect their

privacy and anonymity.

Scenes of inclusion: running as integration, integration as (self-)responsibility

Firstly, there is an aspect of mental and physical wellbeing we want to promote. The aspect of
team building appeals to us, given the potential that sport has. Along with that, other activities
do not create networks by themselves as much sport does, because the bar for participation is
really low. (James, FLAG21 founder, personal communication, April 12, 2019, emphasis
added).

According to one of the FLAG21 founders, James, the idea to start the association and the running
sessions came when the founding members, all Swiss and mostly working in refugee support
organisations in Geneva, noticed a number of refugees who regularly participated at running events
across the city. Resultantly, and in relation to the excerpt above, the initial aim of the association
was to harness the benefits, in terms of health, social networks and employment opportunities of

forming a group where locals and refugees could join and train together (Field notes, March 14,



2019). In this way, instead of addressing refugees as a problem to be solved, the association
mobilised an existing interest and practice among some refugees in Geneva and saw this as a means
to demonstrate their capabilities, fight discrimination, and support wider processes of integration.
Therefore, avoiding deficit-based approaches widely used in sport interventions with forced
migrants (see Spaaij et al. 2019), the association arguably pursued its aims by fostering refugees'
leadership, self-direction and effort, as capacities deemed to be fundamental to achieve “integration

and empowerment” (Whitley et al. 2016, 177):

[James adds that] for the coaches there is an added element of putting them in a position of
responsibility and putting them in-charge, which expresses confidence and acceptance as well
as allowing them to be a part of the decision making process for the sessions. (Field-notes
excerpt, April 13, 2019, emphasis added)

| really like running and it has always been my favourite sport. | joined the association after |
heard about it, and I thought it would be a good opportunity to learn French and integrate
more... Friends from FLAG advised me on where to look for work. | found my current job
through them, along with other various coaching jobs... (Mebratu, personal interview, April
30, 2020).

Every Saturday morning across (and beyond) the duration of the research, 20 to 30 runners, roughly
half of which men (and very few women) from Eritrea, Somalia, Afghanistan and Iran would meet,
train, run, and occasionally share post-training picnics in Geneva's parks. The visible, weekly,
refugee-led running sessions, the coaches' public narratives of integration and social mobility* and
the images used to promote the association (fig.1) undoubtedly offered vivid scenes of inclusion;
scenes meaningfully summarised by Aafreen's statement that “sport is binding, it does not need the
language... but has certainly improved the process of learning it” (interview, May 02, 2020).
Drawing from De Genova's (2013) discussion of how images and narratives surrounding migration
shape social perceptions and practices around the topic, it can be argued that these scenes of
sporting inclusion contributed to render refugees’ integration the semblance of an objective fact in
the context of the association's activities. FLAG21 narratives and images arguably fetishised
integration as something available to any refugee with an interest in running (and, in theory, in sport

more widely) and willing to “to be put in charge” of their integration process. Undoubtedly, the

4 The refugee coaches often represented the associations when at running events and in several occasions were invited
to speak about the association's aims at these and other public events
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“fact” of refugees integration through sport emerging from FLAG21 activities assumed the
semblance of something most palpable and verifiable when and by being implicitly associated to
wider, common-sense sporting narratives and spectacles. The prosaic, yet consistent images of
refugees and Swiss weekly “running as one” (as per FLAG21 promotional material) in Geneva were
always already associated with more grandiose and sensational spectacles of sport as a universal
conveyor of integration opportunities; the “celebrity humanitarianism” (Kapoor 2013) of the IOC
Refugee Olympic Team being only a recent and emblematic example. At the same time, while the
scenes of sporting inclusion that unfolded weekly in Geneva via FLAG21 activities arguably made
tangible common-sense discourses surrounding the intrinsic positivity of sport, they also
materialised and brought to the fore specific images and approaches towards integration. Pace
academic propositions theorising integration as a two-way process enacted by refugees and host
societies (Castles et al. 2002), these images (re)produced pervasive discourses that in (and beyond)
Switzerland framed integration and asylum in terms of individual responsibility and deservingness,
instead of rights (see Schinkel 2018; Affolter 2020):

| am a refugee, and | am aware of the surveillance by the Swiss. Certificates are a good way
to prove that | am useful for my permit. | have gained certificates from my experiences as a
volunteer at running events; as a translator at [xxx] in Geneva, and other places (Behrooz,

personal interview, 28 April, 2020, emphasis added).

Significantly, in this excerpt Behrooz managed to sum up what the scenes of inclusion described
above at the same time made visible and concealed. On the one hand, Behrooz, but also Mebratu's
words implicitly showed how the best-intentioned constellation of FLAG21 images and narratives
unwittingly but effectively contributed to reinforce an idea of integration as the sum-up of
individualised efforts by refugees and supportive citizens. An image widely normalised in Swiss
public and policy discourses (Poertner 2017; Affolter 2020, 2021; Eule 2020) that effectively
contributes to (re)define refugees’ integration as an individual affair and responsibility rather than a
trajectory unequally shaped by the intersection of wider socio-political forces (from poverty,
racism/xenophobia, homophobia and gendered inequalities to increasingly shrinking spaces of
asylum (see Uheling 2015; Schinkel 2018). At the same time, Behrooz's words also hinted at the
obscene supplements that underpin the (im)possibilities of integration for people seeking asylum in
Switzerland: the pervasive prescription to demonstrate commitment and responsibility for those
deemed “deserving” refugees (e.g. certificates as proofs of one's usefulness, see also Schinkel

2018), and the proscription of those deemed non-deserving of the Swiss “noble value of asylum”
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(Affolter 2020, 28). It is to the latter and to how it was (not) acknowledged in FLAG21 integration

activities that we turn in the next section.

The obscene of exclusion: on the conditions of (im)possibility of integration through sport

My time at FLAG21 has helped build my morale and kept me busy. It also is a good
distraction from the complications related to my asylum process...my morale and focus on
French has also been affected by the asylum process. | used to have French classes and was
very good at them, but at present, the classes are not so interesting, and | do not have much
motivation to attend... | do not have work for now. | worked for a year before but had to stop
due to my reasons. (Yonas, personal interview, May 8, 2020).

Among FLAG21’s consistent participants, Yonas could have arguably been considered as
embodying the association's ethos of responsibility and leadership as gateways and facilitators of
wider processes of social integration through sport. While not acting as one of the coaches for the
association, he consistently attended the running sessions and often took charge of organising the
post-training refreshments, including organising an Eritrean food stall and making an Eritrean
music performance for the association at a major running event in January 2020. However, in the
phone interview conducted in May 2020 Yonas mentioned his “complications” with the asylum
process. We do not know exactly the nature of the “complications” that suspended Yonas' life in
Switzerland, with knock-on effects on his morale and focus. What we do know is that in between
2018 and 2020 the Swiss parliament tasked the State Secretariat for Migration (SEM) to “review the
temporary admission of 3,400 Eritrean nationals5”. The review, linked to the Swiss government's
efforts to make more efficient (read, restrictive) the provision of asylum resources only to those
“truly in need” (Poertner 2017; Eule 2020; Affolter 2020, 2021) was justified by the argument that
for those under review Eritrea could now constitute a “safe country”6 to return to. The receipt of a
letter from the SEM stating “We are considering cancelling your provisional admission, which
would result in your removal from Switzerland” (Herzog 2018) would mean for those affected
losing the right to work and social assistance (including eviction from public housing). The review

ended in 2020 with the overall revocation of 104 temporary admissions (AIDA, 2021), but during

5 QOut of 9500 Eritrean nationals with temporary admission permits and an overall population of 25000 Eritreans in
Switzerland in 2018 (Herzog 2018).

6 See also what is currently taking place in Denmark with 1200 people facing the prospect of being deported to
Damascus, Syria, now deemed “safe to return”. In this sense this exemplifies once more what Mountz (2020)
discussed in terms of the “fast policy transfer” of “best practices of exclusion™ across nation states (xv- XVvi)
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the time of the review, local associations flagged how individuals and families were evicted, lost
their employment and teenagers dropped out from education (Herzog 2018).

Yonas did not make explicit mention of the review during the interview. Yet, during the
COVID-19 lockdown months in Switzerland in 2020, he exited from the WhatsApp chat of the
association. When the association's activities resumed February 2021, Yonas did not join them.
Although we cannot be sure if Yonas' predicament was related to this specific issue, his asylum
“complications” and ensuing consequences are emblematic of the lives made precarious by ongoing
changes and “reviews” in asylum and border policies (De Genova 2013; Lewis et al. 2014). Yonas
might now have tried to seek asylum in another country, remained in Switzerland “under the radar”
and with a precarious legal position, have been “accommodated” in (often remote) federal asylum
centres for appealing or denied asylum seekers, or have relocated to another city. Any of these
perspectives regarding Yonas, and many others' present and future, remain uncertain. Nevertheless,
the unfolding of his relationship with FLAG21 is emblematic of a larger and widely disavowed
socio-political and legal process of “inclusion through exclusion” (De Genova 2013, 1184) that
always already constitutes the obscene supplement haunting the scenes of inclusion discussed in the
previous section. In other words, Yonas' trajectory within and beyond the group, including its
blanks, silences and uncertainties, is emblematic of what FLAG21 aims and scenes of inclusions
unwittingly made invisible and missed to explicitly recognise. This, it is important to acknowledge,
notwithstanding the facilitation of meaningful opportunities for some refugees in specific
circumstances.

It is important to note that in the excerpt above Yonas underlined how important it was for
him to be engaged with FLAG21, especially at a time in which everything else in his life was
suspended. The role of leisure and sport in addressing and re-structuring the suspended time that
asylum policies enforce on the lives of people seeking sanctuary has been discussed in the literature
(see Webster and Abunaama 2021; Schmidt and Palutan 2021) and is something on which we will
return in the discussion. Nevertheless, while Yonas' accounts of the group went some way to reflect
some of these experiences, it seems that their relevance was somehow missed in the association's
aims and activities directed to improve specific (and arguably more measurable and policy-relevant)
outcomes of health, employment and integration. Moreover, despite a general intention to “fight
discrimination”, FLAG21 never explicitly mentioned in its aims, public narratives and interventions
the consequences of Swiss asylum policies on the (im)possibility of integration for the participants.
In this sense, Yonas' case made painfully visible how widely accepted understandings of integration
as responsibility contribute to obscure the operations of ever-expanding apparatuses of

classification and deterrence aimed towards people seeking asylum (Mayblin 2020; Mountz 2020).
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In this sense, we contend that addressing how sport-for-integration interventions can recognise and
address the obscene of exclusion inherent in widespread trends in asylum policies becomes
fundamental in addressing the nexus between sport, integration and forced migration. Relatedly, we
argue that this discussion entails addressing what is at stake in the provision and/or co-creation of
sporting and leisure spaces, mediums, and temporalities with refugees. This is what we focus on in

the next section.

Discussion: Sport, (spectacles of) integration and the exclusionary politics of asylum

It is important at this point to highlight how some of the issues addressed in the previous sections
meaningfully resonate with a well-established body of research that has problematised the
‘mythopoeic’ conceptualisations of sport as a social panacea in the development field (Spaaij 2009;
Coakley 2011; Coalter 2013). Nevertheless, we contend that scholars addressing the intersecting
domains of sport, integration and forced migration want to put to work these analyses with critical
contributions in (forced) migration studies on the unfolding scenarios regarding border, integration
and asylum policies.

With the concept of the integration spectacle, we have thus aimed to illuminate the dense
weave of sporting images, narratives and rhetoric that give the semblance of an objective fact to
(un)problematic assumptions on the role of sport in facilitating refugees’ integration. In advancing
this concept, we have put into dialogue De Genova's work on the border spectacle with the insights
provided by critical analyses of integration (see Uheling 2015; Schinkel 2018). Therefore, this
conceptual lens examines how a wide constellation of narratives, practices and understandings of
sport as a pro-social force and a means of self-development contribute to (re)produce existing
individualising policy and public expectations regarding refugees' integration (see Uheling 2015;
Schinkel 2018). This, while concealing the obscene exclusion operated by and through ever-
expanding apparatuses of classification and deterrence aimed towards people seeking asylum
(Mayblin 2020; Mountz 2020).

Different from the border spectacle, which De Genova (2013) understood as framed through
highly mass-mediated images and narratives of illegal migrants “apprehension”, we can understand
the integration spectacle as composed by the simultaneous assemblage and overlap of grandiose,
sensational and more prosaic images; from the stories of extra-ordinary achievement and
“resilience” of the members of the IOC Refugee Olympic Team to the mundane images of FLAG21
members running in Geneva and their less-televised but still warming trajectories of integration and
social mobility. Significantly, these overlapping images compose a visual and discursive frame,

what De Genova called a “visual grammar” (1180), through which existing public and humanitarian
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narratives and perceptions regarding (deserving) refugees' resilience and integration echo and
reinforce each other, ultimately shaping the phenomenon they represent. In this sense, the scenes of
inclusion assembled through FLAG21 weekly running groups, from the promotional images to the
coaches' public narratives, did not emerge in a vacuum. The scenes, narratives and images of
inclusion that emerged from the group’s activities were always already and constantly (re)associated
with existing popular images of sport as a “common language” (as per Afreen's excerpt) and with
humanitarian narratives of refugees' overcoming and resilience (Easton-Calabria and Omata 2018).
At the same time, as Yonas' case painfully indicated, in and through the same constellation of
images and narratives, the policy frameworks that produce the highly-contingent, arbitrary and
exclusionary conditions for the integration of people seeking asylum in Switzerland vanished from
view (and from scrutiny). In this sense, through what we call here the integration spectacle we can
see how the focus and aims of well-intentioned sport-for-integration initiatives unwittingly
contribute to conceal how (forced) migrants' integration in host societies “proceed through a
constant differentiation” (De Genova 2013, 1188). A differentiation that distinguishes between those
always-already assumed as integrated, the “native” and inherently White population (Schinkel
2018), and those contingently and precariously included, and thus always-already at the reach of
intensifying state practices of classification and deterrence.

Following these considerations, it is thus significant to look at how (usually grassroots) sport
initiatives and clubs have made visible and addressed, rather than hidden from view in their
interventions forms of state-sanctioned violence towards forced migrants. These experiences have
been discussed across a range of (mostly European) social and spatial settings from informal camps
(McGee and Pelham 2018; Schmidt and Palutan 2021) to urban contexts in which refugees are
dispersed and/or re-settling (Stone 2018; Webster and Abunaama 2021).

We contend that these interventions represent only partially explored, yet crucial domains
from where to explore the critical relevance and productivity of sport and leisure in ways that
operate “against the grain” (Schinkel 2018, 7) of established understandings of issues of sport,
integration and forced migration. First, while far from devoid of ambivalences and contradictions
(see McGee and Pelham 2018) these interventions arguably complicate the spectacle of (sporting)
integration by naming and challenging the conditions that produce marginality and contingent
inclusion of people seeking asylum. Relatedly, these initiatives' “lateral and anti-hierarchical” forms
of solidarity (Rozakou 2016, 188) highlight the salience of encounters with refugees that can (if
partially and temporarily) interrogate and challenge at the same time dehumanising discourses and
procedures of migration control, and the “policy-relevant“ aims and structures of

humanitarian/integration initiatives (see De Martini Ugolotti 2020). To be clear, this does not mean
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arguing against the possibility to pragmatically facilitate training and employment opportunities in
and through sport interventions supporting refugees. Rather, it is an invitation to examine how
emphases on up-skilling and employment as contributions to “fix” the issue of refugees' integration
may, in fact, contribute to locate “the issue” itself in refugees' own inadequacies and lacks, or in the
missed recognition of their “strengths”, rather than in wider socio-political, and legal processes that
govern their access and opportunities for health, livelihoods and sociality. In light of these
considerations, exploring sport-for-integration initiatives through the lens of the integration
spectacle implies also critically examining why specific aims and outcomes are identified in specific
interventions, what these aims and outcomes focus on and leave aside, and for whom these are
relevant, desirable and in fact enabling. This, as a premise to re-think and mobilise different
grammars and vernaculars to imagine, narrate and co-create sport and leisure practices and domains
that are more closely attending, highlighting and engaging with refugees' experiences and

trajectories within and beyond contemporary regimes of asylum.

Conclusions
Drawing on an ethnographic study addressing the activities of a sports project that employed
running as an instrument of integration and health promotion for migrants and refugees in Geneva,
Switzerland, this paper addressed the ways in which the aims, narratives and practices of sport
interventions can contribute to creating what we have called here spectacles of integration. In this
sense, Switzerland's symbolic relevance, influence and interactions with other migration policy
interlocutors at the European and global level (Eule 2020) made the empirical site of this study a
partial, situated, yet relevant prism that reflected and articulated individual trajectories to wider
(inter)national mechanisms, logics and discourses surrounding sport, asylum and integration in the
Global North. Through the conceptual lens of the integration spectacle, we advanced a critical
perspective that interrogated the ambivalent position that sport interventions occupy within the
politics and moral representations of asylum. The discussion of the data illuminated the ways in
which widely-available understandings of sport as a facilitator of integration obscured how people
seeking asylum remain often contingently, differentially and precariously included in host societies
(De Genova 2013; Schinkel 2018) and thus always-already at the reach of intensifying state
practices of classification and deterrence.

The relevance of the considerations and conceptual framework advanced here can emerge
more clearly if we consider the increasing momentum (and investments) surrounding sports and
leisure programs and interventions that pursue health, therapeutic, or social purposes in working

with forced migrants in the European Union, North America and Australia (Spaaij and Oxford
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2018). This is even more evident as (inter)national actors as different (in terms of their approaches
towards migration and asylum) as the UNHCR, the European Union and the British Home Office
have all stressed the importance of sport and leisure in newcomers' integration processes (see Spaaij
et al. 2019; Ndofor-Tah et al. 2019). These unfolding developments hint at the spilling over of
specific understandings and narratives of sport as a site of (individual) investment and
transformation from the social problem to the migration industries (Andrews and Pitter 1997; Eule
2020) that we call for researchers to critically address and unpack further in future research. In this
unfolding scenario, this study contributed to underline the importance of conceptual tools that can
make visible the political work that narratives, images and practices surrounding sport and leisure
do in relation to issues of integration, asylum and sanctuary. In addressing these issues, this paper
advanced what we hope can be(come) productive questions and frames of analysis for scholars and
practitioners alike that are engaged in critical discussions and praxis at the intersection of issues of

sport, integration and forced migration.
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Figure 1 — Table of Interviewees.

Name Sex Country of Origin Years in Geneva
Behrooz M Afghanistan 6
Hafez M Afghanistan 6
Yonas M Eritrea 5
Mebratu M Eritrea 6
Aafreen F Iran 2
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