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Informal practices of mediation in the process of asylum seekers’ 
settlement in Athens 

                                                  Ervin Shehu (University of the Aegean) 

 

The project in Athens concerns ethnographic research related to the 
accommodation of asylum seekers. The research negotiates the social 
mediation factors that affect the relationship of the asylum seekers from Pakistan and 
Afghanistan with the local society, public and private sectors. In particular, it focuses on the 
informal forms of mediation during the accommodation process and explores two main axes 
(models) that have substantially contributed to this process: 1) Ethnocultural and social 
networks and 2) informal humanitarian actors with reference to the field of housing and 
labour. The fieldwork was conducted on four ethnographic fields, namely: in the 
neighbourhood of Metaxourgeio, in Pedio tοu Areos, in the Afghan association, and in the 
«Solidarity House». 

 

Mediation as a conceptual tool 

In this presentation, the main analytical tool is the concept of mediation as a practice of 
humanitarian action and intervention during the “refugee crisis”.This concept prompts us to 
understand the myriad forms of humanitarian action, with particular focus on certain 
informal forms, their political and cultural background, as well as the social and 
transnational implications. 

The main objective is to analyze and examine in depth the role of mediation, the logic that 
governs it, the forms and models of mediation, the profits that accrue to the mediators, and 
finally, the motivations that drive mediators to become involved in the process of mediation. 

 

Methodological issues 

The research took place in Athens, in four ethnographic field sites: in the neighborhood of 
Metaxourgeio, in Patogh (Pedio tou Areos), in an Afghan association, and in the «Solidarity 
House». In this presentation I will focus on two of these field sites: the Solidarity House and 
the Afghan association.  

Solidarity House is an initiative taken by solidarity people in order to host asylum seekers 
after the shutdown of squats. The Afghan association is a social cultural space where Afghan 
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immigrants and refugees organize their actions on issues related to their concerns. These 
two cases involve mediation practices and policies that possess various differences between 
them, but nonetheless represent two forms of collective mediation in order to deal with the 
“refugee crisis”.   

The field research lasted more than two years and utilized the methods of participatory 
observation and interviews. However, another crucial methodological component consisted 
of the supportive involvement of the researcher in dealing with the daily issues and 
problems of interlocutors. This supportive involvement is important when the subjects of 
research are  “vulnerable” people living in conditions of precarity and uncertainty, such as 
those without secure homes. Throughout the research process, the researcher also acts as a 
mediator between interlocutors and public and private services. 

Throughout this research process, the researcher is reflexively aware of the various aspects 
of their own identity that overlap and sometimes conflict. For example, the researcher is an 
immigrant who has lived in Greece for years, is familiar with issues related to settlement, 
housing and social inclusion of immigrants in everyday life. He also bears a political identity 
and as such participated in solidarity movements and squats. Finally, as a former employee 
in an NGO is familiar with the practices and policies regarding formal forms of settlement. All 
these qualities reinforce the parameter of reflection in the ethnographic research. 

 

The Solidarity House 

 The Solidarity House serves as an ethnographic field site wherein we seek to detect forms 
and practices of mediation by a political solidarity group in a neighborhood of Athens. The 
Solidarity House was the continuation of a squat that was eventually abandoned by the 
squatters. After it closed, the house was then legally rented by the solidarians through a real 
estate agency.  

One of the interesting aspects of the research was the fact that for the migrants and 
refugees (tenants), the space was a transitional stage, until a permanent apartment to be 
found, while for the solidarians, it was an endeavor with specific characteristics: a “non-
hierarchical” and “horizontal” multinational coexistence where the role of “manager” or 
"leader" did not exist and which as such will be established in the neighborhood. These are 
the two aspects I want to analyze.  

The immediate practical goal sought through the mediation practices of this group was the 
successful cohabitation and coexistence between asylum seekers and the local association. 
However, within the project itself, the limits of the group’s mediational actions became 
apparent. In order to meet the needs of the migrants, the solidarity group carried out four 
mediation practices. The first was their connection with solidarity groups abroad, the second 
was the signing of the lease in their name, the third involved the issue of connecting the 
tenants with the local association (neighborhood), and the fourth was related to the 
management of internal disputes between the tenants. 

As a rented house, the tenants were expected to fulfill certain obligations, such as paying a 
portion of the rent, electricity and water bills.  In order to manage the issues that arose 
inside the building, a common meeting of residents and solidarians, referred to as an 
assembly, operated on a weekly basis in order to determine responsibilities and delegate 
tasks for the daily operation of the House. 
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Connection with transnational movements 

The political goal of the solidarity was immigrants and refugees to live together and to 
promote the spirit of self-management and autonomy. This goal was to be realized through 
the development of the space into a "common property", and a key tool to achieve this goal 
was to connect with transnational movements.  

This transnational dimension introduces us to the concept of resonance, which, according to 
Bräuchler (2021), explores the ways in which global policies and ideas resonate, with local 
cultures and support communities in their struggle for human rights. 

The importance of interconnection that springs from the concept of resonance allows us to 
understand in which way general human values are translated in specific social and cultural 
context. The political values, such as coexistence, autonomy and self-management, are the 
areas in which mediation processes are embedded within these relationships.  

 

Mediation in order to integrate into the local association 

 Here the aim of the solidarity group was to forge a connection between the tenants of the 
house and the surrounding neighborhood, in order to avoid the appearance of the house as 
a “foreign body” relative to the larger local association.  

They tried to connect the assembly of tenants with the assemblies of other apartment 
buildings in the neighborhood in order to promote common feelings of solidarity and 
coexistence. In this aspect, we find that the mediation relationship contained features of 
care and protection. The solidarity group found themselves in the unfavorable position of 
negotiating everyday issues facing the local association, the relations with which were 
evolving in a tense and conflicting environment.  

At this point it should be noted that the solidarity group sought to achieve and maintain a 
balance between the local association and the tenants of the House, a balance between 
different cultural entities.  

 

From the point of view of the tenants 

From the point of view of the refugees and migrants, the House was a transitional space. It 
was a stage of their journey preceding their opportunity to rent their own apartment and 
accommodate their own family unit. Their aim was to achieve an independent and “normal 
life”. 

The normality consists of their own independence from the body of actors and stakeholders 
that provide protection, care, and support. In their opinion, from the moment they are 
released from the care and protection, they become strong. This feeling derived from the 
fact that they would no longer live in a communal place with volunteers, solidarians, and 
stakeholders around to protect them.  

 

The limits of mediation 
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 One of the limits of mediation in the space was the fact that neither of the two constituent 
groups, solidarians and tenants, wanted to take on the role of “regulator”. There were also 
disputes between tenants that constituted a threat to peaceful coexistence.  The role of the 
assembly was crucial to keeping the balance between tenants. However the solidarians 
tended not to be directly involved in these disputes.  

On a practical level, it seemed that each unit, individual, or family had withdrawn to "their 
own space", representing the passage to another phase.  Consequently, a strong collective 
base underpinning the project and the collective representation towards the local 
association was not established.  

The solidarity group felt that the project did not meet the original plan, and that they had 
somehow "adopted" immigrants and refugees, whom they expected that after so many 
years of support would have begun to stand on their own two feet. 

It is clear that the solidarity group was involved in mediation processes in order to promote 
the independence and emancipation of migrants. Through these interactions, they 
employed the concept of hyphen (Fine, 1994), the binary counterpoint, in order to create 
the conditions that would allow the parties to engage in social struggles for social rights. 

The Solidarity group performed a cultural mediation task. It is the translation between 
different social context and meanings that establishes this kind of mediation as action 
through the discourse of the mediators. Therefore, according to Brauchler, Knodel and 
Rëschenthaler (2021), cultural meanings are established, which in this case is the very 
process of coexistence.  

The activists invested in developing a discourse on rights, solidarity, and coexistence, but the 
success of transmitting this discourse as representative depended, of course, on 
circumstances and the migrant’s initiatives and expectations.  

 

Afghan Association and its role in mediation processes  

Another case to be discussed is the role of Afghan Association and its impact in the process 
of settlement. The aim is to explore the areas of mediation and intervention in which 
“Association” were involved. We distinguish five fields of mediation of concern: legal advice, 
access to housing, work and basic goods, assistance in bureaucratic procedures, and 
empowerment/entertainment actions. The analysis of these fields and strategies allows us 
to understand the mediation role and its purposes, which are related to two axes: social 
inclusion/integration and survival.  

The political objective of the Afghan Association is to utilize the mediation process in order 
to, on the one hand, strengthen the sense of belonging and brotherhood within the Afghan 
diaspora, and on the other, promote a humanitarian discourse. Thus, the strengthening of 
the diaspora heeds the call to defend universal humanitarian values.  

It is important to stress that the mediating role of the association fluctuates and depends on 
the social conditions of the newly arrived asylum seekers. The mediation role of the 
Association and its members has been developed within the context of the “refugee crisis” 
and this role is not predetermined.  In this aspect, mediators are not “born” but “become”.  

It is interesting to learn on how the image of the mediators within the Association is formed. 
First, this formation is influenced by elements that are relevant to the Association space. The 
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interior architecture of the Association's offices gives one viewing it from the "outside" the 
impression of a well-organized place that resembles an NGO organization: it has a central 
office with the necessary equipment, a reception office, a workshop room with sewing 
machines, and tables with laptops for a series of training seminars, mainly related to 
computer programs. On the walls there are pictures and photos from their country, posters 
of the U.N.H.C.R., and information material on housing and integration programs. This 
creates the impression that services and support are offered by "experts" in managing the 
problems that asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants face. In this situation, the one who is 
asking for help recognizes in the face of the members one who is deemed “responsible”, an 
"expert", someone who has the profile of a person who “possesses the appropriate 
knowledge”.  

Second, it is important to understand the historical context in which the mediating roles of 
the members of the association emerge. The growth of the migrants as mediators arises 
from their personal history, experiences as immigrants, knowledge of both languages, and 
their understanding of complex bureaucratic procedures, including how to access relevant 
information. These elements form the basis for their ability to intervene and mediate. Thus, 
mediation as a determining element of their presence and psychodynamic composition does 
not have static characteristics; it moves, evolves, and is constantly reproduced through their 
own practices. 
 
Furthermore, we are talking about mediation in a collective sense. The benefit from the 
mediation is also collective as a consequence of partnership, and in this way, the collective 
identity is strengthened. Moreover, within the Association, new refugees and asylum 
seekers benefit from the help of a previous generation of migrants and then become part of 
the group who helps new refugees through the process of mediation. The interaction of new 
refugees with the old members creates the conditions that push them to become mediators 
and acquire such a role.  
 
Through these processes, the Association acquires social capital in order to successfully 
integrate someone into the Association. In this aspect, the members of the Association 
should understand the needs and goals of asylum seekers as well as the necessary channels 
of connection with other actors and stakeholders.  
In this sense, the Association as a model of mediation seeks to be a focal point of reference, 
a kind of hub in the relationship between asylum seekers, NGOs, and public services. 
 

Creating infrastructure 

One of the main goals for the association is to create opportunities and infrastructures. 
According to Xiang and Lindquist (2014), we can unpack the mediation process by adopting 
the concept of migration infrastructure, in which there are systematically interconnected 
technologies, institutions, and stakeholders that facilitate the mobility.Thus, the 
infrastructure is less focused on migration as a behavior and more focused on social 
transformations. Thus, migration mediators negotiate with various elements of the 
infrastructure, collect documents, organize training seminars, and create the ground for a 
more efficient outcome of activities.  

The growth of the Association over time has led to its transformation: it has turned to 
operational processes focusing on the issue of social inclusion, thus forming mechanisms 
and infrastructures for the management of the issues related to refugees and migrants.  
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Referrals, networking, coordination and representation 

These elements consist of four mediation strategies of Association. According to Stovel and 
Shaw (2012), the referral process symbolizes a catalytic form of mediation based on the 
mediators' advantage in information and their influence in communities.  

For members of the Association, referral is an integration mechanism in the sense that it 
guides refugees and asylum seekers to access health care, housing, and public services. 
Referrals cover a wide range of cases, such as women seeking psychosocial support, 
experiencing domestic violence, or having to visit a public health facility. In the Association, 
they feel more secure to share their concerns. In this respect, refugees are taking advantage 
of the opportunities provided by the Association that enable them to overcome both 
cultural and systemic barriers. 

Thus, the Association has a dual role: it accepts the requests of asylum seekers and directs 
them to the competent stakeholders. On the other hand, when NGOs seek to gain easier 
access to the refugee population in order to carry out and implement their programs, they 
do so through the Association. The above relationship and contacts between the Association 
and NGOs, leads the Association to adopt humanitarian values and a discourse produced by 
NGOs. 

For example, with regard to the employment, finding a job, there are employment agencies 
or NGOs that send messages to the Association. This fact shows that there is a brokerage 
chain involved in this process with different motives and benefits: employers/companies – 
employment agencies/NGOs – Association – “client”. Each of the above entities starts with 
different motivations, has a different mediation profile, but, as a whole, they, manage, train 
and channel new arrivals into specialized employment sectors- a task performed mainly by 
NGOs, establishing their role as a partner in this sector. 
 
In this respect, the Association and its members have a representative role in the sense that 
they negotiate on behalf of asylum seekers, a practice which strengthens the Association, 
enhances its good reputation, and serves its collective interests. In our case, the Association 
makes referrals and is able to find the people with the skills and knowledge required by the 
respective employer. The Association member (mediator) discusses the terms of the job and 
ensures proper implementation of relevant labor laws with the aim of making sure the 
process proceeds legally. 
 
In this context, the association or any member of the association partly assumes the role of 
negotiator and representative. We say partly because in the process of mediation a dilemma 
is raised.  To what extent does the member (mediator) have the opportunity to intervene 
and negotiate the rules of a contract? If the intervention and negotiation results in the 
rejection of the terms of the employer, it means that at that moment the mediator protects 
the "victim" from possible exploitation. But is this something the refugee or migrant wants? 
Can the latter express an opinion in the agreement?  
 
From this point stems the concept of a "controlled intervention" (ημι- παρέμβαση ή 
ελεγχόμενη παρέμβαση) between two parties, because the mediators, regardless of the fact 
that they belong to the same ethnocultural group, avoid maintaining an attitude of what 
Stovel and Shaw (2012) refer to as bias and cohesion. According to Stovel and Shaw (2012) 
“bias refers to the extent to which the broker is relationally, socially, or informationally 
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closer to one party than to other, whereas cohesion describes the level of internal solidarity 
or cohesion among sets of actors linked by the broker”.  
 
Immigrants who are mediators and intervene to facilitate access to services maintain a 
peculiar neutral attitude precisely because of the difficulties they themselves have 
experienced as immigrants. In the case of mediators of the Afghan Association, the discourse 
that has been produced by the process of mediation is less protective. They act less like 
guardians in comparison with the discourse that may be produced by partisan brokers (Faist, 
2014). Related to partisan brokers the mediations are seen as deeply supportive to one part 
which mean that these brokers, let’s say, solidarity group, struggle for the individual and 
social rights against the exploitation.   
 
Translation of the meanings and social context 
 
Furthermore, the mediators of the Association are involved in the process of translation in 
order that the relevant legal frameworks and the expectations within the working culture 
can be comprehensible by asylum seekers.  
 
Mediators, then, have the ability to move easily from the field of language translation to 
more complex forms of mediation/brokerage (Hinderaker, 2002). Thus, the process of 
translation allows the negotiation of common meanings and definitions and refers to the 
interconnected interest that produces realities (Mosse and Lewis, 2006). 
 
 
Political pressure 
 
The mediators of the association, in the context of collective action also attempted to apply 
political pressure (Ambrosini, 2016) were possible. In this way the association plays the role 
of mediator, conveying requests and also submitting their own thoughts and proposals in 
order to improve the legislative frameworks and ministerial decisions, although their 
reasons are not taken into account. 
 
Political pressure is different from other forms of mediation. It concerns the general 
population and, according to Tuckett (2018), is practiced by association mediators with a 
variety of motivations. Some of them are gaining a distinct place in their association, 
fulfilling a role within the charity sector or fighting for social justice. 
 
 
Mediation through a holistic approach 
 
The association tends to practice mediation through “work packages”, that is, a holistic 
approach aimed at social integration. These include mediation actions in four specific areas: 
housing, working, language learning, and psychosocial empowerment.  
 
Especially in the context of psychosocial empowerment, the objective of the Association is 
cultural mediation in the sense of connecting different social groups and strengthening 
communication. The aim is to develop a sense of belonging in order to facilitate cultural 
integration.     
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The participation of the Association in festivals and cultural events with other groups 
develops and expands the feeling of belonging, fights the sense of marginalization, and 
strengthens the psychosocial condition.  
 
Coordination with the Afghan diaspora 
 
One of the significant coordination strategies is the connection of the Afghan Association 
with the larger Afghan diaspora. Thus, the mediators (members) carried out a dual role:  on 
the one hand they focused on the efforts to secure sources of revenue through fundraising 
amongst the diasporas, and on the other hand they organize the action plans in Greece, in 
local level.  
 
In this respect, diasporic and transnational ties reflect and provide a relative "cure" for the 
needs that arise in refugee populations. The mobilization of the diaspora taps into a religious 
and charitable character. For example, it is common practice, before and during Ramadan, 
to raise donations through the practice of zakat that serve to provide help from refugees to 
refugees. 
 
Examining the combination of religion and mediation as related to the diaspora reveals the 
importance of resonance (Bräuchler, 2021) in supporting local groups and forming a 
mediating chain between diaspora groups that, through their activism, coordination, and 
meetings, mobilize members worldwide. 
 
Religion, ethnic identity, and humanity are the contexts wherein/whereupon the mediation 
practice takes place, simultaneously revealing the process of building relationships and 
identities. In addition, through the mediation of the Diaspora flows the concept of 
"mediation care", which according to Fechter (2019) is defined as the facilitation and 
transfer of resources between the supporting citizens and the local recipients. In this 
respect, the collective mediation in local context strengthens and empowers the Diaspora.  
 
Conclusions 
  
In the two cases of informal mediation that we analyzed, we can unpack and detect different 
mediation logics, forms and models. However, they contain a common element that could 
be the focus of future research. It is about the concept of “deprivation” (στέρηση). In 
general, the literature and bibliography talks about the personal and collective gains and 
profits of mediators. Our example reveals the need to analyze in depth another aspect of 
mediation, namely: deprivation. 
 
We can localize this element of mediation mainly in occasional mediation, that is to say, 
bottom-up mediation based on family and relatives’ relationships, migrant Communities, 
and groups of activists.   
 
In both cases analyzed here, mediation is an act of self-action, agency, and performance. Its 
basic qualities are action, creativity, and the translation of the cultural meanings. Informal 
forms of mediation are collective and horizontal in nature, and the benefit is collective. Both 
cases that we analyzed are embedded in specific cultural background, and it is precisely this 
background that determines the motivations, the scope, the quality, and the forms of 
mediation. Thus, mediation is structured in socio-cultural contexts. 
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Both cases mobilize a range of transnational actors, highlighting the mediation chain for 
consolidating meanings of solidarity, coexistence, and humanitarian aid. For the solidarity 
group, mediation involves the element of emancipation, protection from exploitation, the 
defense of rights, and the alignment of solidarity with refugees. The main political aim is 
coexistence and these values are transferred from the solidarians to the refugees. 

Refugee and migrant mediators are constantly emerging within the actions of the 
Association, driven by a humanitarian and diasporic discourse. Thus, new roles, professions, 
and identities emerge. In the case of the solidarity group, they take on the role of mediator, 
without intending to do so, while in the case of association members, this role is determined 
historically and empirically. However, it is the refugee crisis that has created the ground for 
mediation.  


