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1. Introduction

1. Introduction

This case study focuses on Afghan and Syrian asylum seekers and refugees, who are among
the largest groups of refugees and asylum seekers in Germany. It explores the opportunities
and challenges regarding their civic and political participation in Germany, and the ways in
which they can participate in peace and democracy-building in their countries of origin.
It was written as part of a larger research project on the political participation of refugees
(Bekaj and Antara 2018). The primary data collected for this case study concerns formal and
non-formal means of political participation by refugees and asylum seekers in Germany and
their countries of origin.
The case study is based on extensive desk research, including a review of journal articles,
news reports, legal documents, research papers and other secondary sources. In addition,
qualitative data was collected using one-to-one interviews with 18 individuals: nine Afghan
respondents (eight men and one woman) and nine Syrian respondents, of whom six were
males and three females (see Table 1). Twelve of the respondents arrived in the past five
years, whereas the rest migrated in the 1990s, either alone or with their families. In addition,
two civil society organizations working on issues relevant to refugees and asylum seekers, as
well as a director of an integration council, were interviewed. The research took place in
June, July and August 2017 in Berlin, Bonn, Cologne and Hamburg.
Table 1. Case study respondents’ profiles and locations
Research site

Afghan

Syrian

Key informants

Male

Female

TOTAL

Male

Female

TOTAL

Berlin

4

1

5

4

3

7

2

Bonn

2

0

2

1

0

1

0

Cologne

1

0

1

1

0

1

1

Hamburg

1

0

1

0

0

0

0

9

3

TOTAL

9

Given the limited time for conducting the field research as well as the difficulties in getting
access to the target groups, the selection of participants was based on their active political
involvement in Germany, their country of origin or both. Potential participants were
identified through various channels, including desk research on Syrian and Afghan refugee-
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led organizations and the review of media articles on the political participation of refugees
and asylum seekers in Germany, as well as through snowball sampling. In addition,
information events and demonstrations organized by refugee-led organizations and diaspora
associations were used to establish further contacts.
As the qualitative approach does not allow for generalization, the findings should not be
considered as representative of the Syrian or Afghan refugee population as a whole.
Furthermore, in the context of the research being carried out in large cities, it is important to
keep in mind that opportunities for political participation might be different when refugees
are allocated to rural areas on arrival (see e.g. Mehl 2017). Nonetheless, through an in-depth
analysis, the research seeks to contribute to a deeper, more contextualized understanding of
the complexity of refugees’ experiences, as well as the challenges and opportunities they face
in their participation in political life through formal and non-formal means.
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2. Host-country context: Germany

Germany has become one of Europe’s major recipient countries of refugees and asylum
seekers, receiving approximately 750,000 asylum applications in 2016. In terms of countries
of origin, Syria ranks first with a 36.9 per cent share of first-time asylum applications in
2016, followed by Afghanistan (17.6 per cent) and Iraq (13.3 per cent) (BAMF 2017b). The
geographic distribution of asylum seekers among the Federal States (Bundesländer) is
regulated by the ‘Königstein Key’, which is based on tax revenues and population numbers,
and determines in which Federal State a prospective asylum seeker must apply for asylum on
arrival in Germany. In 2017, North-Rhine-Westphalia (NRW) received the highest
proportion of asylum seekers (21.1 per cent), followed by Bavaria (15.5 per cent) and BadenWürttemberg (13 per cent) (BAMF 2017a).
Within Europe, Germany is the major destination country for Afghan migrants, refugees
and asylum seekers, giving host to 253,485 Afghan nationals as of December 2016. Given
that only 16,020 Afghan nationals hold a permanent or unlimited residence permit, the vast
majority are only entitled to reside in Germany on a temporary basis. Of these, 40,880
persons were granted residency based on humanitarian or political grounds, around half
(122,500) have permission to reside in Germany following a request for asylum and 10,540
were authorized to remain in Germany following a temporary suspension of their
deportation. In addition, around 44,635 Afghan nationals reside in Germany without
residence permits (Statistisches Bundesamt 2017a). This group includes individuals who have
been registered in Germany but have not yet filed an application for asylum or who have not
yet been granted a preliminary residence permit on the grounds of seeking asylum.
Geographically, the majority of Afghan nationals reside in North Rhine-Westphalia (40,980)
followed by Bavaria (38,520), Hesse (36,520) and Baden-Württemberg (24,255). In terms of
demographic profile, immigration to Germany tends to be dominated by young men: the
average age is 24 years and men represent 67 per cent of the Afghan population (Statistisches
Bundesamt 2017a). Since the mid-1980s, Afghanistan has consistently been in the top 10
countries of origin of asylum seekers in Germany. In the past decade, the number of firsttime asylum applications has increased substantially from 531 in 2006 to 31,382 in 2015.
With regard to ethnicity, Tajiks were 43.7 per cent of first-time asylum applicants in 2016,
followed by Hazaras (25.5 per cent) and Pashtuns (14.0 per cent). Muslims made up 91.4
per cent of Afghan first-time asylum applicants in 2016 (BAMF 2017b).
Germany has also become Europe’s major destination country for Syrian immigrants,
hosting 637,845 individuals with Syrian citizenship in 2016 compared to 30,133 in 2010. As
of 2016, the vast majority of Syrian citizens had a limited residence permit. More than half
(54 per cent) received temporary protection on humanitarian grounds, whereas 84,375 were
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granted a residence permit based on their admission into the asylum procedure. In terms of
geographical distribution, 174,020 Syrian nationals were residing in NRW, followed by
Baden-Württemberg (68,085), Lower Saxony (68,005) and Bavaria (62,450). Syrian
migrants to Germany tend to be young males: their average age was 24 years and 3 months
and men accounted for 64 per cent of Syrian nationals in Germany (Statistisches Bundesamt
2017b). With the so-called refugee crisis, there was a sharp increase in Syrian asylum
applicants from 1,490 in 2010 to 266,250 in 2016. As in the previous year, in 2016 Syria
ranked first among the countries of origin of asylum seekers in Germany. Arabs account for
65.3 per cent of Syrian asylum applicants in 2016, followed by Kurds (29 per cent). With
regard to religious affiliation, the vast majority of first-time asylum applicants (91.5 per cent)
were Muslims, followed by Christians (3.9 per cent) and Yezidis (2.2 per cent) (BAMF
2017b). Compared to other major countries of origin, in 2015 Syrian first-time asylum
applicants had high levels of schooling and made up a low percentage of those without
formal education. Almost a quarter had recently worked in technical, medical, engineering,
teaching or administrative professions (Rich 2016).

Overview of Germany’s refugee and asylum policy
In response to the sharp increase in asylum seekers in Europe, which reached its peak in
2015, Germany initially operated a so-called open-door policy, and Chancellor Angela
Merkel advocated a welcoming culture for those seeking protection in Germany. In the
summer of 2015 the German Government stated that it would allow all Syrians to apply for
asylum regardless of the country through which they had entered the European Union.
However, by the second half of 2015, German policies were already becoming more
restrictive, with the introduction of rigid controls at the Austrian and Czech borders and a
series of amendments to the legal framework regulating reception and asylum application
processes, deportations, and access to integration measures with regard to language, labor and
education. In addition, there was increasing resistance to immigration, as right wing
movements and parties such as the Patriotic Europeans against the Islamization of the
Occident and Alternative for Germany gained support (Geddes and Scholten 2016).
In light of Germany’s experience with forced displacement following two world wars, and
especially after 1945, the fundamental right of asylum is not only regulated by the 1951
Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, but has also been enshrined in the
1949 Basic Law (Grundgesetz, GG). More specifically, the right to asylum is governed by
article 16a of the Basic Law and sections 3 and 4 of the Asylum Act (Asylgesetz, AsylG). In
order to receive protection based on an entitlement to asylum (GG article 4), a person has to
prove that he or she is being persecuted by the state in their country of origin. Refugee status,
however, can be granted due to either state or non-state persecution. Germany also offers
subsidiary protection based on the articles of the European Convention on Human Rights on
subsidiary protection, which have been transposed into national legislation in section 4 of the
Asylum Act. Through this, a person is entitled to protection if he or she is at risk of serious
harm resulting from an international or internal armed conflict in their country of origin.
Moreover, paragraph 60 (5 and 7) of the Residence Act regulates the national deportation
ban, which states that a person seeking protection should not be returned if concrete danger
to life, health or liberty exists in the country of origin (BAMF 2016b). Within the Ministry
of Interior (Bundesministerium des Innern, BMI), the Directorate General for Migration,
Refugees and Return Policy is responsible for federal migration and refugee policy, including
residence and asylum regulations, return-related policies and issues of European
harmonization. The department supervises the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees
(Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge, BAMF), which manages the asylum procedure
and the promotion of migrant integration (BAMF 2017a).
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In 2016, the success rate of Syrian asylum seekers was 97.9 per cent and the majority were
granted either refugee status (56.4 per cent) or subsidiary protection (41.2 per cent). In
contrast, the success rate of Afghan asylum seekers was significantly lower (55.4 per cent) and
applicants were mainly protected based on the ban on deportations (27 per cent). Only 20.2
per cent were granted refugee status and 7.8 per cent received subsidiary protection (BAMF
2017b). Different residency regulations apply, depending on the category of protection.
People entitled to asylum or to refugee status receive a residence permit for three years and
are entitled to apply for permanent residency after that if married to a German citizen
(Paragraph 28(2) Aufenthaltsgesetz). Alternatively, they are entitled to apply after five years,
subject to certain requirements such as adequate knowledge of the German language, a
commitment to the liberal democratic order of the Federal Republic and the ability to earn a
living independently. In contrast, persons granted subsidiary protection, or protection based
on a national ban on deportation, receive a one-year residence permit, with the possibility of
extension, and can apply for permanent residency under the same conditions as above after
five years (BAMF 2016b).

Requirements for refugees’ political participation and naturalization
Access to citizenship

Although Germany ranks among the top 10 European countries when it comes to access to
citizenship and political participation for migrants (MIPEX 2015), its citizenship regime has
been widely criticized. Citizenship was historically granted on the basis of descent, building
on an ethno-cultural understanding of the nation state. The ever-recurring discussion on
Germany’s guiding culture (deutsche Leitkultur) based on Christian-occidental values, coined
among others by the Christian Democratic Union in the 1990s, highlights Germany’s
difficult path from assimilation to multiculturalism (Ward, Silberman and Till 2012).
Nonetheless, incremental changes based on continuing reform mean that Germany is moving
away from this ethno-cultural understanding of national belonging towards extending
citizenship rights to its immigrants. The Citizenship Act adopted in 1999 reduced the
residence requirement from 15 years to eight. In addition, an applicant must hold a
permanent residence permit, be in a position to independently ensure her or his livelihood
without receiving social or unemployment assistance, and be sufficiently proficient in the
German language. Other requirements include the successful completion of naturalization
tests, a commitment to the Basic Law and no convictions for criminal offences. Further
amendments in 2007 reduced the required time of lawful residence for naturalization to six
years if the applicant proves a high level of knowledge of the German language (Hailbronner
2012). It is important to highlight that Germany does not allow dual citizenship for firstgeneration, non-EU migrants, so third-country nationals must give up their old citizenship
during the naturalization process (Staatsangehörigkeitsgesetz 2014, articles 8, 13, 16, 38).
Nonetheless, the reforms include elements of jus soli (right of the soil) for immigrant
children, provided at least one parent holds a permanent residence permit and has been
residing in Germany for eight years. When Germany did not allow dual (or multiple)
citizenship, individuals had to decide between the age of 18 and 21 which nationality they
wanted to hold (Faist 2013). The so-called choice obligation law was abolished in 2014,
enabling those born and raised in Germany to hold dual citizenship (BGBl. I S. 1714).
In total, 56,319 Afghan nationals were naturalized in the period 2000–2015. However,
there has been a declining trend in the naturalization of Afghans during this period, with the
highest number of Afghans naturalized in 2001 (5,111), as compared to one of the lowest
levels in 2015 (2,572). With regard to Syrian nationals, 21,754 individuals were naturalized
in the period 2000–15. In contrast to the Afghan case, there has been a modest increase in
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the number of Syrians being naturalized in Germany since 2004, and 2015 represented a
peak of 2,027 Syrians being naturalized (Statistisches Bundesamt 2017b).
Access to voting rights and political parties

The right to vote in German national and local elections is not granted to non-European
resident non-citizens. As a result, a large section of the immigrant population, including
Syrian and Afghan refugees, is left disenfranchised. According to the law on political parties
(Parteigesetz, para. 2 (3)), non-German nationals are allowed to register a party if the
majority of its members or the members of the board are German citizens. Otherwise, they
are only permitted to organize in the form of political associations, and hence are prevented
from participating in elections. While all the parties represented in the German Parliament
(Bundestag) allow membership by non-German citizens, membership by non-European
migrants of the Christian Democratic Union of Germany (Christlich Demokratische Union
Deutschlands, CDU) is limited to guest status (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen 2016; CDU 2016;
Die Linke 2016; SPD 2017). The Christian Social Union (Christlich-Soziale Union, CSU)
allows membership by third country nationals only if the person has lived in Germany for at
least three years (CSU 2017). Although the proportion of members of parliament of
immigrant-origin has been continuously rising, only 37 members of the national parliament
(5.9 per cent of all national MPs) had a migrant background in 2013 (Mediendienst
Integration 2013). This figure increased after the 2017 elections, when 57 members with an
immigrant background were elected to the national parliament, which accounts for 8 per
cent of all national MPs (Mediendienst Integration 2017). A 2011 study by the Max Planck
Institute, in cooperation with the Heinrich Böll Foundation, on council membership in large
German cities of persons with a migrant background found an increasing number of council
members with a migrant background on German city councils. Yet, given that in the period
between September 2006 and March 2011 only 4 per cent of the 4,670 council members
were of migrant origin, they still do not reflect the diversity of the German urban population.
On average, migrants account for about a quarter of the population in the big cities. Even
less well represented are refugees and asylum seekers. Only 8.6 per cent of the surveyed
persons indicated that forced displacement was their reason for migration (Schönwälder,
Sinanoglu and Volkert 2011).
Participation in consultative bodies and civil society organizations

Given the lack of opportunities for traditional forms of democratic participation, foreign
advisory, migration and integration councils (Ausländer-, Migrations-, Integrationsbeiräte)
have been established in various German cities and municipalities since the mid-1970s to
ensure political representation of migrants at the local level. Regulation of the formation of
these consultative bodies is governed by the different constitutions of the German federal
states. Berlin, Bremen, NRW and Hesse require municipalities with a certain proportion of
non-German citizens to establish migrant advisory councils, whereas the constitutions of
Baden-Württemberg, Bavaria, Lower Saxony and Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania do not
have any specific regulations (Gesemann and Roth 2014). In addition, some Federal States
have enacted “Integration” or “Participations Laws”, which enshrine a number of binding
regulations for representation of migrants (Sachverständigenrat deutscher Stiftungen 2017).
Unsurprisingly, states such as North-Rhine-Westphalia and Hesse, which have a long
tradition and strong regulatory framework, tend to have larger numbers of migrant
consultative bodies, compared to states like Bavaria in which promotional measures are
lacking (Dietz, Eißel and Naumann 2013). Moreover, a study by Gesemann, Roth and
Aumüller (2012) on local integration policies revealed that 64.2 per cent of municipalities
have an institutionalized form of migrant representation, with major cities being particularly
active in promoting such bodies. The composition, appointment of members and main
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statutes of the migrant advisory committees vary according to the different regulations in the
constitutions. In some cases, representatives are elected by the non-German population,
whereas in others, members are selected by the municipal Council. Often, integration
councils tend to have an advisory function, and therefore can only advocate for the interests
of the immigrant populations but do not make binding decisions. Furthermore, it has been
highlighted that next to the lack of decision-making power, the scarce financial resources of
many integration councils limit their capacity to exert influence at the communal level
(Hunger and Candan 2009). The low turnout for many council elections, which is on
average around 10 per cent, poses another challenge to the legitimacy of migrant
representative bodies (Vicente 2011). For example, the Integration Council of Cologne
pursues its objectives to promote equality of opportunity for migrants to participate in urban
society and to highlight the migrant perspective on issues of concern at the city level. The
council is made up with two-thirds of directly elected migrant representatives and one-third
council members nominated by the parties represented in the city council. Every person who
has permanent residence in Germany and has been registered in Cologne for at least three
months can stand for election and is eligible to vote for a migrant representative. Given the
temporary nature of the legal status of the displaced population in Germany, people in the
asylum process or with refugee status are not allowed to run for or participate in the elections
to the integration council. Efforts have been made by the council to reach out to the
displaced population in Cologne and to create contacts with refugee organizations to
safeguard their interests and ensure that their needs are being addressed by the municipality
(Director of Cologne Integration Council, Cologne, 2017).
In the same vein, migrant and refugee organizations can serve as bridge-builders between
the migrant population and local communities, and provide alternative avenues for political
participation (Leinberger 2006). These organizations are actively supported through financial
aid and capacity-building provided by the BAMF (BAMF 2016a). Besides this federal
initiative, there are several programmes at the state and local levels that aim to foster
migrants’ self-organization (Gesemann and Roth 2014; Gesemann et al. 2012). As an
example at the regional level, the Ministry for Labour, Integration and Social Issues in the
state of NRW provides capacity development and financial resources specifically tailored to
the needs of migrant organizations (MAIS NRW 2017). Although targeted support for
migrant organizations can address structural barriers to conventional funding, the
relationship between the state and migrant organizations has also been critically discussed.
For instance, Weiss (2013) points out that state-led funding schemes tend to favour bigger
umbrella organizations and preference is also given to similar projects led by organizations
already established in the host society. Next to state-led initiatives, there are several civil
society organizations as well as political foundations that promote civic and political
participation by asylum seekers and refugees in Germany. For instance, Politische
Partizipation mit und von Geflüchteten (Political participation with and for refugees), an
initiative by the Heinrich Böll Foundation in NRW, seeks to develop concepts for political
education in dialogue with the displaced population and other local initiatives on refugee
assistance. The workshops in this initiative found that in addition to dialogue, the training of
volunteers and the empowerment of refugees should be central tasks of political education.
Often, participants had already acquired broad knowledge not just of the political context of
their countries of origin, but also of European societies. Hence, involving the target group in
the design of political education services based on dialogue ensures that relevant needs can be
addressed. At the same time, target group-specific challenges related to language limitations
and experiences of displacement make work in this area more complex compared to
conventional educational work. In particular, there is a need for qualified personnel trained
to deal in a sensitive way with people who have experienced conflict and displacement.
Additional resources will therefore be needed to empower the newcomers to become an equal
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part of society. According to the Director of the Heinrich Böll Foundation: ‘If we think
long-term, politically participating people are always better for a democracy than a mass that
is dissatisfied’ (Director of Heinrich Böll Foundation, phone interview, 2017).
In another example, the pilot project Teilhabe durch Engagement: Das Engagement von
und mit Flüchtlingen stärken (Participation through engagement: Strengthen the
engagement of and for refugees), implemented by the Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft der
Freiwilligenagenturen (BAGFA), aims to foster, encourage and support civic participation by
refugees and asylum seekers in 10 cities across Germany. At the same time, the project aims
to ease those newly arrived in Germany into voluntary engagement with the host society. It
also supports civil society organizations, associations and initiatives in the host society to
open themselves up to refugee engagement. The interim conclusions of the project show that
there is a high degree of willingness to become engaged in the host community among the
target group, and that many participants had already acquired experience of voluntary work
in their country of origin context. One of the success factors for reaching out to the target
group is to create spaces for encounters, in which both the newly arrived and local volunteers
can share their experiences. One of the main challenges was perceived to be the prejudice of
some German civil society organizations, which tended to consider refugees as victims that
are vulnerable, traumatized and problematic, rather than as active individuals with useful
resources and skills that can contribute to the host society (Project manager, BAGFA, phone
interview, 2017).
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political participation in the host
country
For respondents, being involved socially, politically and culturally in German society was
seen as an important aspect of inclusion and belonging, particularly since for many, a
sustainable return in the near future or a cessation of conflict in their country of origin seems
unlikely. At the same time, respondents acknowledged and valued the freedom and space for
political activism available in Germany as their host country:
You cannot feel that you are really integrated or that you are powerful unless you
are involved in the local things happening here […]. Being engaged here in
Germany is very important because here are the tools, the freedoms to express
yourself and freedom of belief in general. This is an opportunity. I believe that
being socially and politically active is very important. That was one of the main
reasons for the revolution in Syria, and why I joined it.
—Syrian female respondent 1, Berlin, 2017
Those respondents who have been disenfranchised raised the desire to gain formal rights, as
the lack of political freedom was among the primary reasons for fleeing their countries of
origin in the majority of cases, and one of the key demands of their political involvement in
their country of origin.

Formal political participation
In recent years, there has been growing interest in studying migrants’ political preferences
and electoral practices as well the representation of people of migrant origin in parliament in
the German context (Hunger and Candan 2009; Müssig and Worbs 2012; Sauer 2016;
Schönwälder et al. 2011; Sinanoglu and Volkert 2011; Will 2012; Wittlif and Litta 2016;
Wüst 2006, 2014, 2016). There seems to be a lack of literature, however, on political
participation of refugees and asylum seekers, which can be explained in part by the very
limited channels for formal electoral participation open to this group. Comparing migrants
with German citizenship to non-German citizens, the former group tends to display a greater
interest in political issues, indicating that a lack of voting rights tends to reduce willingness to
engage in formal political processes in Germany (Müssig and Worbs 2012).
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Looking at the party preferences of people with a migrant background, a study by the
Expert Council of German Foundations on Integration and Migration (Wittlif and Litta
2016), based on a large survey in 2015, showed that the majority aligned themselves with
two major German parties: the CDU and the Social Democratic Party of Germany
(Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, SPD). The SPD was ranked first by 40.1 per cent,
followed by the CDU on 27.6 per cent, the Greens (13.2 per cent) and the Left Party (11 per
cent). If the origin of migrants is taken into account, however, party preferences varied across
the migrant groups. The SPD was by far the most popular party (69.8 per cent) among
migrants with a Turkish background, whereas high levels of approval were found for the
grand coalition of the CDU and SPD among EU migrants who had been living in Germany
since 2000 or those who were born in Germany. Newer EU migrants (post-2004), who were
mostly from Eastern European countries, tended to favour the CDU, while migrants from
countries categorized as the ‘rest of the world’ preferred the more left-leaning parties. Wüst
(2004, 2006) explains this as part of a historical cultural cleavage in the German party
system, based on a mono-cultural versus multicultural orientation. He argues that the CDU
and CSU have traditionally applied a monocultural understanding of nation states guided by
dominant German culture (Deutsche Leitkultur). As the workers’ party, the SPD has
traditionally focused on promoting the integration of foreign workers and naturalized ‘guest
workers’, and advocated the protection of refugees and asylum seekers. Similarly, the Greens
and the Left have had a stronger multicultural orientation, traditionally focused on asylum
and human rights policies, in their party programmes. The Free Democratic Party (Freie
Demokratische Partei, FDP) can be seen as being in the middle, with a particularly open
stance towards highly skilled immigration.
Studies of candidates and MPs in Germany with a migrant background found that parties
that pursue a more open stance towards immigration, such as the SPD, the Left Party and
the Greens, tend to have a higher proportion of candidates and MPs of migrant origin. For
instance, a study by Wüst (2014) on migrant-origin candidates in the 2013 election to the
Bundestag found that the Green Party had the highest number of persons with a migrant
background (26 candidates), followed by the Left Party (24) and the SPD (23). In contrast,
only 12 candidates of migrant-origin stood for the CDU, 10 for the FDP and just one for
the CSU. Similarly, at the city level, 8 per cent of the council members of both the Left Party
and the Green Party were of migrant origin between September 2006 and March 2011.
Among SPD council members, 5 per cent had a migrant background, but this was the case
for only 2 per cent of the CDU/CSU and FDP council members. Among the city council
members, the main motivation for joining a party was to have an influence on politics (75
per cent), followed by enjoyment of political work (63 per cent) and a wish to take
responsibility as a citizen (57 per cent) (Schönwälder et al. 2011). Moreover, both a party’s
choice of candidates with a migrant background and the electoral behaviour of voters with a
migrant background tended to be influenced not just by a party’s stance on migration-related
issues, but also by their policies on education and social justice, which traditionally tended to
favour the political left (Wüst 2014).
The majority of the participants to this case study who had obtained German citizenship
indicated that they participated in German elections. The choice of party tended to be
influenced by its stance on migration and asylum policy, and respondents supported parties
that lean more to the left. Next to voting, party membership was seen as another way to
participate in the political life of Germany. Four of the Afghan respondents were members of
the SPD, whereas no Syrian respondents were party members. Two of the Afghan party
members had been residing in Germany for more than 10 years and had become German
citizens. The other two arrived in Germany two years ago, and one was still going through
the asylum process. The reasons for joining a German political party were diverse, and family
background was explicitly mentioned by those who had recently arrived in Germany. Being
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politically engaged as well as previous involvement in politics of their country of origin, but
also the opportunity to gain experience in democratic practices emerged as important
motivating factors:
I thought, I am here now and I would like to continue working in politics and I
also want to study politics, so I thought it might be better to join a party. […] I
learn a lot about German politics and parties, but also about German culture.
[…] Politics is my goal, my blood, I cannot live without politics. I have grown
up with politics. Also because of the problems of my country, my country needs
someone to help.
—Afghan male representative of an Afghan refugee organization 1, Berlin, 2017
Those who were newly arrived stated that their choice of party was influenced by the
active stance of some SPD politicians with regard to the increasing number of people seeking
protection in Europe. Furthermore, the party’s agenda on immigration and migrants’ rights,
as well as positive perceptions of the party’s policies related to social justice, were among the
primary reasons for joining the SPD:
At the time, policies related to social justice and the immigration policy of the
SPD better pleased me than the stance of the CDU. But in recent years, as I have
observed the policy with regard to Afghanistan, I am more disappointed and I
cannot identify myself anymore. Both the German Government and the SPD
have been involved in the war in Afghanistan.
—Afghan male representative of a migrant organization 2, Bonn, 2017
As the above quotes indicate, both of the Afghan respondents who have been residing in
Germany for a longer period felt that German participation in the war in Afghanistan in the
2000s, through both political and military intervention, contrasted with the party’s liberal
migration policies. The German response to the Afghan conflict and the stance of many
respondents who were against foreign intervention strongly diverged, leading to
disappointment and a more critical opinion on the party’s policies. While Afghan party
members tried to influence both internal and foreign policy through active lobbying, they
perceived that their voices were ignored by German politicians.
Next to voting and party membership, engaging in consultative bodies, such as migrant
advisory committees (Ausländerbeiräte) and integration or migration councils, was seen as a
way to ensure the political representation of migrants at the local and regional levels. For
instance, one Afghan respondent was a member of a city district migration council in Berlin,
which comprises representatives of migrant organizations, local politicians, the police, staff
members of the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees as well as NGO representatives.
The representatives of migrant organizations are not elected directly but have to apply for a
position at the local integration office. The work of the migration council addresses the
various aspects and challenges of migration and integration at the district level, ranging from
the provision of integration courses to long-term programmes of anti-racism work. In
addition, the respondent has recently been elected to the Council for Integration and
Migration Questions in the state of Berlin (Landesbeirat für Integrations- und
Migrationsfragen). This body makes recommendations on the further development of
integration policy at the state level. Given the advisory function of these councils, the
influence and capacity to shape migration and integration policies very much depend on the
willingness and openness of the local and regional governments: ‘Of course, they also
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promise us a lot with the new government. On the one hand certain people were responsible
for the fact that it [the council] was established in the first place. They take our suggestions
very seriously, so we expect a lot from it’ (Afghan male representative of a migrant
organization 1, Berlin, 2017).

Non-formal political participation
For those refugees and asylum seekers for whom avenues for formal political participation are
closed, migrant- and refugee-led grassroots mobilization provides meaningful ways of
expressing the challenges faced by their communities and to make their voices heard. Sparked
by the suicide of an Iranian asylum seeker in an asylum accommodation centre in January
2012, self-organized refugee-led grassroots initiatives emerged in major cities across Germany
to protest through rallies, marches and hunger strikes against people’s precarious living
conditions during the asylum application procedure. While asylum seekers have organized
themselves since the 1990s, these older movements were more local and time limited. The
more recent refugee-led grassroots movements tend to be more enduring, and their actors
nationally and internationally connected (Klotz 2016; Schröder 2016). Hence, these forms of
grassroots mobilization can be perceived as platforms through which both formally and
legally authorized persons and marginalized groups can assert the legitimacy of their political
voice.
For the participants in this study, the ability to exercise political rights in Germany was
considered very important. Having been actively engaged in political movements in
Afghanistan and Syria, respondents saw the need to continue their struggles for democracy
and freedom in Germany. For instance, a migrant- and refugee-led grassroots initiative has
emerged in light of the current political debate and policy environment in Germany which
considers if there are safe areas in Afghanistan where rejected asylum seekers can be returned
to. According to Afghan respondents who were involved in this initiative, it aims to mobilize
solidarity in wider German society against deportations and to advocate for equal
opportunities in the refugee integration process. As part of this initiative, the Forum
afghanischer Migranten (Forum for Afghan Migrants n.d.) was established in Cologne by
Afghan asylum seekers in 2016 to enable all Afghan people to participate in integration and
language courses, to fight against deportations from Cologne to Afghanistan and to counter
racism, discrimination and xenophobia. The activities of the forum range from practical
assistance with government agencies and doctors’ visits and the organization of information
events on asylum procedures, to organizing political campaigns and protests. Another
example is the protest camp organized by asylum seekers in front of the BAMF building in
Dortmund in 2015. Around 100 asylum seekers protested for 54 days, demanding the repeal
of the Dublin regulation, faster processing of asylum applications, facilitated conditions for
family reunification, German language courses for all asylum seekers and facilitated access to
work and higher education for asylum seekers. According to a Syrian respondent, who was
one of the organizers of the camp, the movement was an important way to put pressure on
local authorities to improve the living conditions of asylum seekers and to raise awareness
among the wider German public.
Furthermore, according to some Syrian respondents, their political activism aims to
challenge the discourse of pity that they feel is present in the current debate about refugees,
as well as the exclusion of European refugee regimes, by highlighting the complexity and
diversity of refugees’ experiences. Moreover, they seek to connect the political struggle for
human rights and against the marginalization and discrimination of refugees, with the
geopolitical root causes of displacement, by providing information about the embeddedness
of the Syrian conflict in broader geopolitical power struggles:
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Our work could maybe provide input for people to change the narrative on
refugees. Many people see refugees as people who popped up in the
Mediterranean. For many people, the story begins only in the Mediterranean in
boats. […] We don’t need to focus on what refugees are doing but what Syrians
or Afghans are doing. We started to dismantle the term refugee itself.
—Syrian male respondent 1, Berlin, 2017
In addition, the arts and culture provided some respondents with an alternative space for
political expression. For example, one Syrian respondent frequently organizes art exhibitions
and literature festivals to provide an opportunity for Syrian artists and writers in exile to
present their work to a broader audience. These events give artists a creative space to explore
and express their identities, but also enable them to challenge discrimination and foster
intercultural dialogue. Through their work, the artists often illustrate their troubling story of
expulsion, flight and exile as well as their struggles for freedom, democracy and a better life in
Syria.
The challenges and barriers to refugees’ engagement in the host-country context are related
to both their capacity and aspiration to become active members of society. Language is
crucial not just for articulating political demands but also for experiencing and
understanding the local context and culture. Speaking German is therefore seen as a basic
requirement for becoming actively engaged in the host society. Many respondents
emphasized that being in a refugee situation, most Afghan and Syrian newcomers were
struggling to secure their basic needs and to build a stable life in a new society. The lack of
financial, personal and political security constrained their capacity to become actively
involved and limited the freedom and space for civic and political engagement, as they
tended to be preoccupied with how to secure their livelihood. Some also expressed a fear of
risking or losing their status, which made them reluctant to become openly politically
involved.
In fact, the temporary nature and precariousness of their legal status not only influences
refugees’ and asylum seekers’ capacity to engage but also limits their aspiration and desire to
do so. The insecurity of residency limits the willingness to invest in building a new life in an
unstable environment, and also affects the feeling of belonging to the host society.
Integration is a two-way process; it is as much about the way in which destination countries
receive refugees as what refugees do to adapt to a new setting. In particular, respondents
perceived that the current refugee debate, in which European societies are considered
superior to refugees in a discourse based on a categorization of differences, reinforces a
concept of ‘otherness’ through which the refugee is perceived as a non-legitimate part of
society: ‘Labelling someone as a refugee is a problem because whatever you do, you will not
feel you belong in the society as a normal person. But we as Syrian civil society in Germany
can do many things to change the stereotypes’ (Syrian female respondent 2, Berlin, 2017).
Many respondents perceived that even if their voices were heard, they were seen as the
voices of ‘the refugees’ and not of independent political actors. Moreover, newcomers were
portrayed in the mainstream media and the public discourse as either passive victims in need
of assistance or a threat to European society, identity and culture, which tended to reinforce
the Western gendered stereotypes of the ‘Muslim Other’:
So I’m a migrant . . . somebody from Kosovo or Albania is also a migrant, the
only difference is our hair and our skin colour. After New Year’s Eve, women did
not want to sit next to a refugee who has black hair. They think a person with
black hair is dangerous, is a criminal.
—Afghan male representative of an Afghan refugee organization 3, Cologne, 2017
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I feel that many think I was veiled in Syria and that I was not dressed like this [in
Western clothes] in Syria. And when I arrived here I was empowered. At the
same time women like me, not very religious, easygoing, feel that are not
accepted by either society.
—Syrian female respondent 3, Berlin, 2017
As the above quotes indicate, barriers to engagement are not only found in the external
structural context of Germany, but also internally within the Afghan and Syrian
communities. Importantly, the ethnicization of the conflict in both countries of origin, in
which power is more and more mobilized along ethnic and religious lines, creates societal
divisions that are also reflected within Afghan and Syrian refugee populations abroad. As a
result, those who are committed to liberal values find themselves struggling for recognition
and legitimacy in both societies at once. Respondents noted that the fragmented nature of
the Afghan and Syrian communities abroad limited the potential to generate a strong
collective voice to raise awareness and mobilize solidarity for refugees and asylum seekers as a
whole in Germany, as well as Syrians and Afghans in the countries of origin. In addition,
respondents experienced stereotyping not just in German society, but also among their own
communities, as traditional patriarchal structures persist in the exiled population and are
sometimes even reinforced through the experience of forced displacement.
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Afghanistan
The migration history of Afghanistan is marked by mixed migration flows, in which poverty,
environmental hazards and recurring phases of instability and conflict can be seen as major
factors in emigration (ICMPD 2013). According to the United Nations Population
Division, Afghanistan’s emigrant population (excluding refugees and asylum seekers) was
estimated at around 4.8 million in mid-2015 (UNPD 2015). Forced displacement continues
to play a crucial role in Afghan migration patterns, and the number of refugees or people in a
refugee-like situation is estimated to be 2,666,213, excluding asylum seekers, which
numbered 258,866 in 2015. The majority are residing in neighbouring countries. Pakistan
was host to over 1.5 million and Iran to over 950,000 Afghan refugees in 2015 (UNHCR
2017).
The Afghan Government has not formulated any formal strategy, policy or programme to
guide the active involvement of its diaspora and tap into its members’ skills and resources.
Thus far, migration policies and the National Development Plan focus on governing internal
displacement and return, as these topics continue to be the main issues of concern in the
Afghan migration context (Weinar 2014). At the same time, the political role of the Afghan
diaspora has been highlighted in several studies. Diaspora representatives from diverse host
countries had been involved in political negotiations and played a decisive role in the
Petersberg Talks on the country’s peaceful transition in Bonn in 2001 (Zunzer 2004).
Moreover, Afghan citizens residing in Europe and the United States returned to Afghanistan
and took three-quarters of the positions in the interim administration in the same year
(Jazayery 2003). In 2004, Afghan refugees residing in Iran and Pakistan were given the
opportunity to participate in the country’s first transitional elections in order to enfranchise
the displaced population in neighboring countries. Despite the lack of funds, bureaucratic
and political obstacles in negotiations with the host countries and the limited time frame for
preparing the logistics of the election, the enfranchisement of Afghan refugees in
neighbouring countries can be regarded as a success, as they made up 10 per cent of the total
2004 electorate. At the same time, some critical voices argued that voting from Iran and
Pakistan became highly politicized, since host countries tried to influence voting along ethnic
lines to protect their political interests in the Afghan context (Slavu 2007; 2012).
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Syria
Syria’s migration history is characterized by several phases. Historically, the main push factors
were high population growth, socio-political events and economic factors such as low
economic growth and high rates of unemployment. More recently, the violent conflict that
began in 2011 has caused mass displacement, forcing almost 11 million people to flee their
homes by 2016, the majority (6.1 million) of whom were internally displaced. Of its
7.3 million emigrant population, 5.6 million persons are estimated to have left the country
since the outbreak of the conflict in 2011 (De Bel-Air 2016). Of these, the vast majority
moved to neighbouring countries: Turkey (2.765 million), Lebanon (1.017 million) and
Jordan (655,400) hosted the lion’s share of Syrian refugees in the region in 2016 (UNHCR
2017).
Despite the increasing size and importance of Syria’s emigrant population, diaspora-state
relations are characterized by monitoring and control, rather than promoting inclusive
political participation and rights. The Syrian Government is not able to exercise its full
sovereignty abroad, but the state-run institutions of the Assad regime are involved in
surveillance and intelligence measures to repress diaspora political activism and prevent the
emergence of a political opposition from outside the country (Jörum 2015; Qayyum 2011;
Ragab, Rahmeier, and Siegel 2017). In 2013, the Ministry of Interior issued a statement
calling for the return of citizens who had left the country to engage in national dialogue to
bring an end to the crisis (MPC Team 2013). Given the continuing threat to the civilian
population, however, many diaspora representatives have been reluctant to respond to these
government overtures (Ragab, Rahmeier and Siegel 2017). In the most recent presidential
election in June 2014, officially registered refugees were entitled to vote at Syrian embassies
of countries such as Lebanon, Iran and Jordan. According to the Syrian state-run Sana news
agency, voting was possible in 43 embassies, while many governments opposed to the Assad
regime, such as the United Arab Emirates, France, Belgium, the United Kingdom and
Germany, banned the embassies from facilitating elections on their territories. Moreover, the
international community, including the European Union and former UN Secretary-General
Ban Ki-moon, condemned the June 2014 election as illegitimate, as voting within the
country was possible in government-controlled areas only (BBC News 2014; Darke 2014;
Reuters 2014). Given the stage of the conflict as well as the absence of fair elections, raising
awareness in the form of protests and demonstrations as well as political lobbying in the hostcountry context remain the only avenues for Syrians to participate in the politics of their
country of origin.
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participation in their countries of
origin
The vast majority of respondents had been politically active in their country of origin before
migrating to Germany. Many were socialized politically within their families. The young
Syrian participants were among the protagonists in the peaceful struggle and resistance that
took place on the streets to challenge the al-Assad regime in March 2011, demanding social,
cultural and political change. Similarly, the young Afghan respondents who had left the
country in the past five years had been actively engaged in civil movements that not only
challenged the ideologies of the ruling political elites, but also demanded complex social
change to break down the traditional patriarchal structures of gendered, generational, ethnic
and religious hierarchies. In Germany, many felt obliged to continue their political activism
from abroad by influencing decision-making on German foreign policy and by raising
awareness of the situation in Afghanistan or Syria with the broader German public. In light
of the Petersberg Talks in Bonn in 2001, the older generation of Afghans had organized mass
protests against foreign intervention in the Afghan conflict. Syrian activists held
demonstrations to advocate for recognition of the role of non-violent resistance in the Syrian
conflict, and to amplify the voices of Syrians struggling for peace and freedom. Other
protests aimed to raise awareness of the victims of chemical attacks and the bombing of
Aleppo, or the starvation of the Syrian population in besieged areas. Next to mobilizing
support with the broader public, both Afghan and Syrian respondents tried to reach out to
German politicians through direct contact and conversations or in the form of open letters to
lobby for a peaceful solution and an end to the ongoing conflicts.

Formal political participation
In contrast to participation in Germany, direct political involvement in the political processes
of the countries of origin tends to play a subordinate role in both the Afghan and the Syrian
contexts. While theoretically every Afghan citizen over the age of 18, regardless of his or her
country of residence, is eligible to vote in Afghan elections, out-of-country voting (OCV)
during the presidential elections in 2004 seemed to be the exception rather than the rule. To
enfranchise Afghans around the world, the organization Afghan Peacemaker initiated an
online petition to call for external voting rights for Afghans in the presidential elections of
2014. According to a member of the organization interviewed for this study, they successfully
lobbied for the support of the Independent Election Commission (IEC) of Afghanistan,
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which saw OCV as an important measure for enfranchising the Afghan diaspora.
Nonetheless, in light of tensions linked to accusations of manipulation and electoral fraud,
OCV could not be achieved at that stage of the democratic process.
Moreover, another respondent who had been working for the IEC emphasized the
considerable logistical efforts as well as the potential for political interference by
neighbouring host countries as the major challenges facing OCV. Article 5 (5) of the 2016
Election Law states that refugees ‘have the right to participate in elections, if possible, in
separate polling centers established by the Independent Elections Commission’. However, as
of March 2018, no arrangements had been made for OCV of refugees in the parliamentary
elections scheduled for 2018. The fragile political context characterized by increasing
instability, weak political institutions and corrupt electoral practices was perceived by the
interviewees as a major challenge for refugees’ formal participation through voting and party
membership. Many respondents expressed a strong mistrust of the political system in
Afghanistan as, in their opinion, members of the political elite tend to serve their own
interests in order to retain power and economic influence, rather than act on the needs of the
population. Moreover, Afghan respondents emphasized that warlords accused of atrocities in
the civil war of the 1990s had not been held accountable, but instead given influential
positions in the Afghan political landscape, leading to a fragmented system that tends to
reinforce entrenched ethnic divides:
We cannot talk about democracy [in Afghanistan] without secularism, without
freedom of speech and freedom of belief, without alternatives, education and so
on. Until then it is maybe a version of democracy but not a real democracy.
—Afghan female respondent 1, Berlin, 2017
Democracy must be able to defend itself, and the civilian population is currently
paying the price. There are many forces that do not want to have a state under
the rule of law, such as drug gangs and actors who benefit from corruption and
nepotism. External forces are influencing the internal actors, and they mobilize
the population and create divisions in the society. This is the result of a 40-year
international conflict.
—Representative of Afghan development organization, Bonn, 2017
Given the limited political space and the continuing atrocities committed by the different
parties to the Syrian conflict, Syrian respondents saw no space for formal political
participation at this stage. In fact, Syrian respondents perceived voting in the election of their
country of origin not as a human right, but as coercion to serve the purposes of state
propaganda and manipulation:
It is not a real right, because you have to go and you have to vote for one person.
No one will think of not going or voting against the president. So, I will not
exercise my right because it is not done in the right way. […] I think in general it
is a good idea for people in the diaspora to have the ability to vote in the Syrian
elections. But at this stage, it has no meaning or power to change anything. I
don’t think it will make a difference unless there are guarantees that voting will
be free and fair.
—Syrian female respondent 4, Berlin, 2017
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Moreover, personal experiences of repression in the form of detention, torture, death
threats and the disappearance of family members further strengthened the respondents’
dissidence and resistance to the formal political system in Syria. While formal opposition
parties exist in the Syrian political landscape, their influence was perceived by the
respondents as non-existent, since these have to navigate the narrow political space under the
ruling regime: ‘Political parties in Syria are indirectly part of the system because they
inherited the rules of the political game from the Baath party. So, they are corrupted on their
own account. The role model, officially or unofficially, directly or indirectly, is the Baath
Party. If the other parties want to do something, they imitate what The Baath Party is doing,
because you imitate the powerful’ (Syrian male respondent 2, Berlin, 2017).

Non-formal political participation
The continuing violations of human rights and freedoms, as well, as the shortcomings of the
international community in finding a political solution to the Syrian conflict, limit the space
for the constructive political involvement of Syrian refugees in the peace and democracybuilding processes of their home country. Some respondents have been engaged as civil
society representatives in the Geneva peace talks to lobby for an end to the conflict at the
international level. For instance, members of the Syrian Women’s Network are part of the
Syrian Women’s Advisory Board, which was initiated by Staffan de Mistura, the UN special
envoy for the Syrian crisis, to enable civil society participation in the Geneva talks. The main
aim is to lobby for a commitment to gender-sensitive peacebuilding and reconstruction as
well as to enshrine the rights of women in Syria’s future constitution. However, many of the
Syrian respondents did not believe that the talks would have a genuine political impact and
saw the discussions as disconnected from the reality on the ground in Syria.
Given that in both the Afghan and the Syrian contexts, the political system leaves no—or
at least very limited—room for formal participation, many respondents emphasized the
importance of civil society and civic movements in bringing social and political change and
transformation. As sources of hope, these movements, often led by the young generation,
tend to pursue non-violent, non-sectarian and liberal goals through their mobilizations, and
aim to promote alternative and progressive discourses in the conflict-affected societies:
There is a great hope. There are very active persons both in Afghanistan and
abroad, who do not think in a dogmatic and fragmented way, who are for
Afghanistan, the country and the people, who want to achieve something
positive, peaceful and democratic based on humanist values, in particular the
younger generation.
—Afghan male respondent 1, Berlin, 2017
Therefore, initiatives led by the Syrian and Afghan refugee diaspora aim to support these
movements and to empower civil society actors on the ground by providing tools, knowledge
and capacity-building. For instance, the organization Citizens for Syria, established by Syrian
activists in 2013, aims to build a broad base of social actors to raise awareness of the use of
violence and to promote aspirations of freedom, dignity, civil participation and shared
development (Citizens for Syria n.d.). The organization has established a globally networked
platform for civil society organizations, initiatives and activists to promote the development
of independent civil society in Syria and provides capacity development training for Syrian
NGOs inside and outside the country. According to a member of this organization:
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This can build responsibility, where we build political change because these are
the people on the ground and not just people from the international community.
Civil society even if it is not working directly in the political system can build a
base for society, can react, act and criticize, can think and develop ideas and can
participate and get politically involved, if they have the skills.
—Syrian female respondent 5, Berlin, 2017
Another example is the Young Leaders for Syria project, jointly implemented by Citizen
Diplomats for Syria, Friedenskreis Syrien and the European Foundation for Democracy. The
project aims to build the capacity for political and social transformation in Syria and targets
young Syrians from diverse backgrounds who have come to Germany since 2011. In a range
of workshops, participants discuss topics such as identity, sectarianism, conflict narratives
and conflict resolution. The main goal of this project is to develop a basis for democratic and
inclusive development in the population of young Syrians in Germany. In addition, the
objective is to promote participation in and integration into the local community through
civic education and professional capacity building (Citizen Diplomats for Syria n.d.).
While the world is made aware of the suffering of the Afghan and Syrian people through
the coverage of death, destruction and displacement, many respondents felt that non-violent
grassroots initiatives had been neglected by the media and the political debate. In this regard,
they pointed out that the dominant security and humanitarian narratives of the Afghan and
Syrian crises produce an image of a continuously troubled East, reinforce stereotypes of the
‘fundamentalist, obscurantist Muslim other’ and neglect the agency of those who resist by
non-violent means. Furthermore, respondents highlighted that in both cases the conflict is
embedded in a broader historical context of colonial and imperial domination, and remains
open to the external influence of geopolitical power struggles:
Afghanistan is just a typical example of cold war politics. As Malcolm X said, “By
all means necessary” has the fight against so-called communism and also
nationalism in some countries been fought. And in doing so, currents such as the
Muslim Brotherhood and such groups have also been supported.
—Afghan male representative of a migrant organization 1, Berlin, 2017
We blame the international community: everyone not only the regime. We
blame everyone for not making peace happen. The whole UN system and the
big eight countries, they were all involved in what happened in Syria in many
ways. The forced displacement that happened in Aleppo, Homs and other cities
was happening under the supervision of the UN.
—Syrian male respondent 3, Cologne, 2017
The lack of a sustainable solution to the Afghan and Syrian crises was seen as a major
barrier to genuine political participation by refugees and many respondents felt that a
resolution lies out of the hands of Afghans and Syrians themselves.
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recommendations
Taking into account the relatively strict citizenship regime and the legal framework excluding
non-European residents and non-citizens from formal decision-making institutions and
processes in Germany, non-formal political participation provides an important space for
refugees and asylum seekers to engage in the political life of their host country. Hence,
migrant representative bodies, as well as migrant and refugee organizations, provide crucial
mechanisms for political participation and opportunities for empowerment, often mainly at
the local and regional levels. At the same time, however, these often lack human and financial
resources, and binding decision-making power. Furthermore, the qualitative findings of this
case study show that mobilization by refugee-led grassroots initiatives provides meaningful
ways to express the challenges refugee communities face in the host country and enables their
voices to be raised against discrimination. This political activism also seeks to connect the
political struggle for human rights in the host-country context with the geopolitical root
causes of displacement. At the individual level, there are challenges and barriers to the
capacity and aspiration to become an active member of the host society. In particular,
insecure legal status and the negative stereotyping of the refugee discourse can be seen as
major hurdles to refugees’ political participation in the host country.
With regard to the country of origin, the findings show that the protracted nature of the
conflicts in Afghanistan and Syria limits the space for the participation of refugees and
asylum seekers in formal political institutions and processes. In particular, in the Afghan
context, despite the existence of legal provisions for political participation by the refugee
diaspora through OCV, as of March 2018 no arrangements had been made for the
organization of OCV during the Afghan parliamentary elections scheduled for 2018. In the
Syrian context, in the absence of a functioning democracy, the existence of a legal framework
for OCV rather than providing opportunities for formal participation, seems to heighten
respondents’ resistance to formal political systems. While both Syrian and Afghan refugee
diasporas can be considered important agents of change with the potential to contribute to
societal and political transformation in their countries of origin, they are unlikely to be able
to resolve complex and protracted crises on their own. At the same time, the interview
findings have shown that civil society movements are emerging among Syrian and Afghan
refugee communities. Such movements have become transnational in nature, as activists
continue the struggle for democracy from abroad. These can be crucial forces in the peaceand democracy-building processes of both countries. Led by a younger generation, these
movements tend to promote alternative and progressive discourses that challenge not only
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the established political system of their home countries, but also underlying societal
structures such as patriarchy.
In light of the above, a number of policy options and recommendations are set out below.

Recommendations
For the host country

• The Government and decision-makers should consider legal reforms that would grant
the right to vote in local elections to non-German citizens who have been legally
residing in Germany for a long period of time. This would provide more incentives
for the integration of refugees into the host society and enhance their sense of
belonging. It would also provide political parties with incentives to address refugees’
issues in order to mobilize eligible refugee voters.
• State and local governments, and decision-makers should enhance the support
provided to migrant representative bodies and refugee-led organizations through the
provision of funding and capacity building.
• Civil society organizations should involve refugees and asylum seekers in their
programme design and implementation based on dialogue to ensure that their
relevant needs are addressed. Civil society organizations are important actors in
empowering refugees and asylum seekers in Germany. Hence, it is important to
acknowledge the resources of refugees and asylum seekers and to engage with them on
an equal footing.
• State and local governments should work together with civil society organizations,
migrant representative bodies and refugee-led organizations to create more platforms
that bring together refugees and asylum seekers with the general population to discuss
issues affecting their communities.
For the countries of origin

• The government and decision-makers in Afghanistan should consider adopting OCV
mechanisms that would enable the free, fair and genuine participation by Afghan
refugees in future electoral processes.
• The government and decision-makers in Syria should consider opening up spaces for
the participation of and consultations with the refugee diaspora during the peace
negotiations and the transition process.
• Civil society organizations in both countries should strengthen their links with the
diaspora in order to benefit from the knowledge, experience and financial resources
available among the refugee population. Strengthening transnational networks could
also strengthen advocacy efforts.

28 International IDEA

References

References
Afghanistan, Islamic Republic of, Election Law [English translation], 25 September
2016,<http://moj.gov.af/content/files/OfficialGazette/01201/
OG_01226_English.pdf>, accessed 16 March 2018
BBC News, ‘Syria election: Refugees vote in Lebanon and Jordan’, 28 May 2014, <http://
www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-27599868>, accessed 7 March 2018
Bekaj, A. and Antara, L., Political Participation of Refugees: Bridging the Gaps (Stockholm:
International IDEA, 2018), <https://www.idea.int/publications/catalogue/politicalparticipation-refugees-bridging-gaps>, accessed 7 April 2018
Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge [German Federal Office for Migration and
Refugees, BAMF], ‘Strukturförderprogramm des BAMF: Strukturförderung von
Migrantenorganisationen auf Bundesebene’ [Structural promotion programme of the
Federal Office for Migration and Refugees: structural promotion of migrant
organizations at federal level], 2016a, <http://www.bamf.de/DE/Infothek/
Projekttraeger/Strukturfoerderung-MO/strukturfoerderung-mo-node.html>, accessed 1
May 2017
—, ‘Schutzformen’ [Forms of protection], 2016b, <http://www.bamf.de/DE/
Fluechtlingsschutz/AblaufAsylv/Schutzformen/schutzformen-node.html>, accessed 30
April 2017
—, ‘Erstverteilung der Asylsuchenden’ [Initial distribution of asylum-seekers], 2017a,
<http://www.bamf.de/DE/Fluechtlingsschutz/AblaufAsylv/Erstverteilung/
erstverteilung-node.html>, accessed 5 April 2017
—, Das Bundesamt in Zahlen 2016: Asyl, Migration und Integration [The Federal Office in
figures 2016: asylum, migration and integration] (Nürnberg: Bundesamt für Migration
und Flüchtlinge, 2017b) <http://www.bamf.de/SharedDocs/Anlagen/DE/
Publikationen/Broschueren/bundesamt-in-zahlen-2016-asyl.pdf?
__blob=publicationFile>, accessed 7 March 2018
Bündnis 90/Die Grünen [Alliance 90/The Greens], ‘Grüne Regeln: Satzung, Frauenstatut,
Beitrags- und Kassenordnung, Schiedsgerichtsordnung,
Urabstimmungsordnung’ [Green Rules: Statute, Women’s Statute, Contribution and

International IDEA 29

Political Participation of Refugees

Fund Regulations, Arbitration Rules, Ballot Rules] (Berlin: Bündnis 90/Die Grünen,
2016), <https://www.gruene.de/fileadmin/user_upload/Dokumente/Satzung/
Satzung_Bundesverband.pdf>, accessed 14 March 2018
Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands [Christian Democratic Union of Germany,
CDU], ‘Statutenbroschüre der CDU Deutschlands’ [Statutes brochure of CDU
Germany], 2016, <https://www.cdu.de/system/tdf/media/statutenbroschuere.pdf?
file=1>, accessed 7 March 2018
Christlich-Soziale Union in Bayern [Christian Social Union in Bavaria, CSU], ‘Satzung der
Christlich-Sozialen Union’ [Statutes of the Christian Social Union], 2017, <http://
www.csu.de/common/csu/content/csu/hauptnavigation/partei/satzung/CSUSatzung-2017-ES.pdf>, accessed 7 March 2018
Citizen Diplomats for Syria, ‘Young Leaders for Syria’, [n.d.], <http://diplomatcitizen.com/
portfolio-posts/young-leaders-for-syria/>, accessed 16 March 2018
Citizens for Syria, ‘About us’, [n.d.], <https://citizensforsyria.org/about/>, accessed 16 March
2018
Darke, D., ‘The choice in Syria’s election: Vote for Assad or else’, The Guardian, 2 June
2014, <https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jun/02/syria-election-votefor-assad-or-else>, accessed 7 March 2018
De Bel-Air, F., ‘Migration Profile: Syria’, European University Institute Migration Policy
Centre Policy Brief No. 2016/02, February 2016, <http://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/
1814/39225>, accessed 7 March 2018
Die Linke [The Left], ‘Bundessatzung der Partei Die Linke’ [Federal Statutes of the Left
Party], 2016, <https://www.die-linke.de/partei/grundsatzdokumente/bundessatzung/>,
accessed 7 March 2018
Dietz, B., Eißel, D. and Naumann, D., Handbuch der kommunalen Sozialpolitik [Manual of
municipal social policy] (Wiesbaden: Springer-Verlag, 2013)
Faist, T., ‘Staatsbürgerschaft und Integration in Deutschland: Assimilation, kultureller
Plurtranalismus und Transstaatlichkeit’ [Citizenship and integration in Germany:
assimilation, cultural pluralism and transnationality], in Y. Bizeul (ed.), Integration von
Migranten: Französische und deutsche Konzepte im Vergleich [Integration of migrants:
French and German concepts compared] (Wiesbaden: Deutscher Universitätsverlag,
2013), pp. 77–104
Forum afghanischer Migranten (Forum for Afghan Migrants), Facebook, [n.d.], <https://
www.facebook.com/Forum-afghanischer-Migranten-193026784462210/>, accessed 15
March 2018
Geddes, A. and Scholten, P., The Politics of Migration and Immigration in Europe (London:
Sage, 2016)
Germany, Federal Republic of, Staatsangehörigkeitsgesetz, [Nationality Act], 22 July 1913
(last amended 11 October 2016), <https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/rustag/
BJNR005830913.html>, accessed 7 March 2018

30 International IDEA

References

—, Zweites Gesetz zur Änderung des Staatsangehörigkeitsgesetzes [Second Act amending the
Nationality Act], 13 November 2014, Bundesanzeiger Verlag [German Federal
Gazette], <https://www.bgbl.de/xaver/bgbl/start.xav?
startbk=Bundesanzeiger_BGBl&start=//
*%255B@attr_id=%27bgbl114s1714.pdf%27%255D>, accessed 7 March 2018
Gesemann, F. and Roth, R., Integration ist (auch) Ländersache: Schritte zur politischen
Inklusion von Migrantinnen und Migranten in den Bundesländern [Integration is (also) a
matter for the states: steps towards the political inclusion of migrants in the federal
states] (Berlin: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung Forum, 2014), <http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/
dialog/10528-version-20140317.pdf>, accessed 15 March 2018
Gesemann, F., Roth, R. and Aumüller, J., Stand der kommunalen Integrationspolitik in
Deutschland [State of municipal integration policy in Germany] (Berlin: Instituts für
Demokratische Entwicklung und Soziale Integration, 2012), <http://
www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/Veroeffentlichungen/BMVBS/
Sonderveroeffentlichungen/2012/DL_StandKommunaleIntegrationspolitik.pdf?
__blob=publicationFile&v=2>, accessed 7 March 2018
Hailbronner, K., EUDO Citizenship Observatory Country Report: Germany (Badia Fiesolana:
European University Institute, Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, 2012),
<http://www.eudo-citizenship.eu/admin/?
p=file&appl=countryProfiles&f=Germany.pdf>, accessed 7 March 2018
Hunger, U. and Candan, M., ‘Politische Partizipation der Migranten in der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland und über die deutschen Grenzen hinweg: Expertise im Auftrag des
Bundesamts für Migration und Flüchtlinge’ [Political participation of migrants in the
Federal Republic of Germany and beyond German borders: expertise on behalf of the
Federal Office for Migration and Refugees] (Münster: Universität Münster, FB
Erziehungswissenschaft und Sozialwissenschaften, Institut für Politikwissenschaft,
2009), <http://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/handle/document/25950>, accessed 7 March 2018
International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD), Afghanistan Migration
Country Report (Vienna: ICMPD, 2013), <https://www.budapestprocess.org/
component/attachments/download/166>, accessed 7 March 2018
International Organization for Migration, Glossary on Migration, International Migration
Law Series No. 25, 2011, <https://publications.iom.int/books/international-migrationlaw-ndeg25-glossary-migration>, accessed 6 March 2018
Jazayery, L., ‘The migration-development nexus: Afghanistan case study’, in N. van Hear and
N. Nyberg Sørensen (eds), The Migration-Development Nexus (Geneva: United Nations
and International Organization for Migration, 2003), pp. 207–32
Jörum, E. L., ‘Repression across borders: homeland response to anti-regime mobilization
among Syrians in Sweden’, Diaspora Studies, 8/2 (2015), pp. 104–19, <https://doi.org/
10.1080/09739572.2015.1029711>, accessed 7 March 2018
Klotz, S., ‘Selbstorganisation von Asylsuchenden: Teilhabeforderungen durch
Zuwanderung’ [Self-organization of asylum seekers: participation requirements due to
immigration], Forschungsjournal Soziale Bewegungen, 29/2 (2016), pp. 60–69, <https://
doi.org/10.1515/fjsb-2016-0208>, accessed 7 March 2018

International IDEA 31

Political Participation of Refugees

Leinberger, K., Migrantenselbstorganisationen und ihre Rolle als politische Interessenvertreter: am
Beispiel zweier Dachverbände in der Region Berlin-Brandenburg [Migrant organizations
and their role as political stakeholders: using the example of two umbrella organizations
in the Berlin-Brandenburg region] (Münster: LIT Verlag, 2006)
Ministerium für Kinder, Familie, Flüchtlinge und Integration des Landes NordrheinWestfalen [Ministry of Children, Family, Refugees and Integration of North RhineWestphalia], ‘Migrantenselbstorganisationen’ [Migrant self-organizations], [n.d.],
<https://www.mkffi.nrw/migrantenselbstorganisationen>, accessed 15 March 2018
Mediendienst Integration [Integration Media Service], ‘Abgeordnete mit
Migrationshintergrund im 18. Deutschen Bundestag’ [Members with a migration
background in the 18th German Bundestag], 2013, <https://mediendienstintegration.de/fileadmin/Dateien/Abgeordnete_Bundestag_Ergebnisse.pdf>, accessed 8
January 2018
—, ‘Abgeordnete mit Migrationshintergrund im 19. Deutschen Bundestag’ [Members with a
migration background in the 19th German Bundestag], October 2017, <https://
mediendienst-integration.de/fileadmin/MDI_Recherche_Bundestag_2017.pdf>,
accessed 8 January 2018
Mehl, P. (ed.), Aufnahme und Integration von Geflüchteten in ländliche Räume: Spezifika und
(Forschungs-) herausforderungen [Incorporation and integration of refugees into rural
areas: specifics and (research) challenges] (Braunschweig: Thünen-Institute für
Ländliche Räume, 2017) <https://www.thuenen.de/media/publikationen/thuenenreport/Thuenen_Report_53.pdf>, accessed 7 March 2018
Barcelona Centre for International Affairs and Migration Policy Group, ‘Migrant Integration
Policy Index 2015: Key Findings, Germany, 2014’, 2015, <http://www.mipex.eu/
germany>, accessed 14 December 2017
Migration Policy Centre, ‘MPC Migration Profile: Syria’, June 2013, <http://
www.migrationpolicycentre.eu/docs/migration_profiles/Syria.pdf>, accessed 7 March
2018
Müssig, S. and Worbs, S., Politische Einstellungen und politische Partizipation von
Migranten in Deutschland [Political attitudes and political participation of migrants in
Germany] (Nürnberg: Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlingem, 2012), <https://
www.bamf.de/SharedDocs/Anlagen/DE/Publikationen/WorkingPapers/wp46politische-einstellungen-und-partizipation-migranten.pdf?__blob=publicationFile>,
accessed 7 March 2018
Qayyum, M., ‘Syrian Diaspora: cultivating a new public space consciousness’, Middle East
Institute Policy Brief No. 35 (2011), <http://www.mei.edu/content/syrian-diasporacultivating-new-public-space-consciousness>, accessed 15 March 2018
Ragab, N., Rahmeier, L. and Siegel, M., ‘Mapping the Syrian Diaspora in Germany:
Contributions to peace, reconstruction and potentials for collaboration with German
Development Cooperation’ (Maastricht: Maastricht Graduate School of Governance,
2017), <https://www.merit.unu.edu/publications/uploads/1487758705.pdf>, accessed
15 March 2018

32 International IDEA

References

Reuters, ‘Tens of thousands of Syrians abroad vote in early poll’, 28 May 2014, <http://
www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-crisis-election-idUSKBN0E815R20140528>, accessed
7 March 2018
Rich, A.-K., ‘Asylantragsteller in Deutschland im Jahr 2015. Sozialstruktur,
Qualifikationsniveau und Berufstätigkeit’ [Asylum applicants in Germany in 2015:
Social structure, qualification level and employment], Bundesamtes für Migration und
Flüchtlinge Kurzanalysen des Forschungszentrums Migration, Integration und Asyl
3/2016, <https://www.bamf.de/SharedDocs/Anlagen/DE/Publikationen/Kurzanalysen/
kurzanalyse3_sozial-komponenten.pdf?__blob=publicationFile>, accessed 15 March
2018
Sachverständigenrat deutscher Stiftungen [Expert Council of German Foundations],
‘Papiertiger oder Meilensteine? Die Integrationsgesetze der Bundesländer im
Vergleich’ [Paper tigers or milestones? A comparison of the integration laws of the
federal states], 2017, <https://www.svr-migration.de/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/
SVR-FB_Integrationsgesetze.pdf>, accessed 7 March 2018
Sauer, M., ‘Politische und zivilgesellschaftliche Partizipation von Migranten’ [Political and
civil society participation of migrants], in H. U. Brinkmann and M. Sauer (eds),
Einwanderungsgesellschaft Deutschland [Immigration society Germany], pp. 255–79
(Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien, 2016), <https://doi.org/
10.1007/978-3-658-05746-6_10>, accessed 7 March 2018
Schönwälder, K., Sinanoglu, C. and Volkert, D., Vielfalt sucht Rat: Ratsmitglieder mit
Migrationshintergrund in deutschen Großstädten [Diversity seeks advice: Council
members with a migration background in major German cities] (Berlin: Heinrich-BöllStiftung, 2011)
Schröder, C., ‘Flüchtlingsproteste in Deutschland’ [Refugee protests in Germany],
Forschungsjournal Soziale Bewegungen, 27/2 (2016), pp. 100–04, <https://doi.org/
10.1515/fjsb-2014-0211>, accessed 7 March 2018
Sinanoglu, C. and Volkert, D., ‘Politische Partizipation und die Präsenz von Menschen mit
Migrationshintergrund in den Räten deutscher Großstädte: Vielfalt oder
Einfalt?’ [Political participation and the presence of people with a migration
background in the councils of German cities: diversity or simplicity?], in C. Sinanoglu
and D. Volkert (eds), Politische Partizipation & Repräsentation in der
Einwanderungsgesellschaft [Political participation and representation in the immigration
society] (Berlin: Heinrich Böll Stiftung, 2011), <https://heimatkunde.boell.de/sites/
default/files/dossier_politische_partizipation.pdf>, accessed 7 March 2018
Slavu, C., ‘Afghanistan’s 2004 presidential election: external voting for a large displaced
population’, in A. Ellis and A. Wall (eds), Voting from Abroad: The International IDEA
Handbook (Stockholm and Mexico City: International IDEA and Federal Electoral
Institute of Mexico, 2007), pp. 158–62, <https://www.idea.int/publications/catalogue/
voting-abroad-international-idea-handbook?lang=en>, accessed 8 March 2018
—, ‘External Voting for Afghanistan’s 2004 Presidential Election’, Afghanistan Analysts
Network, 2012, <https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/wp-content/uploads/
downloads/2012/09/4_Slavu_External_Voting.pdf>, accessed 8 March 2018

International IDEA 33

Political Participation of Refugees

Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands [Social Democratic Party of Germany, SPD],
‘Mitglied werden’ [Become a member], 2017, <https://www.spd.de/unterstuetzen/
mitglied-werden/>, accessed 23 April 2017
Statistisches Bundesamt [German Federal Office of Statistics], Bevölkerung und
Erwerbstätigkeit. Ausländische Bevölkerung. Ergebnisse des Ausländerzentralregisters 2016
[Population and employment. Foreign population. Results of the Central Register of
Foreigners 2016], (Wiesbaden: Statistisches Bundesamt, 2017a)
—, GENESIS Online Datenbank [GENESIS Online Database], 2017b, <https://wwwgenesis.destatis.de/genesis/online?operation=sprachwechsel&option=en>, accessed 27
April 2017
United Nations Economic and Social Council, Commission on Human Rights, ‘Guiding
Principles on Internal Displacement’, E/CN.4/1998/53/Add.2, 11 February 1998
United Nations General Assembly, Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees [1951
Refugee Convention], entered into force 22 April 1954, <http://www.unhcr.org/
3b66c2aa10.pdf>, accessed 27 February 2018
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), UNHCR Syria Regional
Refugee Response, 2015, <http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php>, accessed
27 May 2015
—, ‘UNHCR Population Statistics: Data, Persons of Concern’, 2017, <http://
popstats.unhcr.org/en/persons_of_concern>, accessed 30 April 2017
United Nations Population Division (UNPD), ‘Total migrant stock at mid-year by origin
and by major area, region, country or area of destination’, 2015, <http://www.un.org/
en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml>,
accessed 28 April 2017
Vicente, M., ‘Die Arbeit der Integrationsbeiräte in Deutschland’ [The work of the
Integration Advisory Councils in Germany], Forschungsjournal Soziale Bewegungen, 24/2
(2011), pp. 38–43
Ward, J., Silberman, M. and Till, K. E. (eds), Walls, Borders, Boundaries: Spatial and Cultural
Practices in Europe (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2012)
Weinar, A., ‘Country Report: Afghanistan’, Migration Policy Centre INTERACT Research
Report 2014/26 (2014), <http://cadmus.eui.eu//handle/1814/33139>, accessed 7
March 2018
Weiss, K., ‘Migrantenorganisationen und Staat. Anerkennung, Zusammenarbeit,
Förderung’ [Migrant organizations and state. Recognition, cooperation, promotion], in
G. Schultze and D. Thränhardt (eds), Migrantenorganisationen: Engagement,
Transnationalität und Integration [Translate] (Bonn: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, Abt.
Wirtschafts und Sozialpolitik, 2013), <http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/wiso/10092.pdf>,
accessed 7 March 2018
Will, A.-K., ‘Deutsche Integrationsmaßnahmen aus der Sicht von Nicht-EU-Bürgern. Die
Ergebnisse des Immigrant Citizens Survey für Deutschland’ [German measures of
integration from the perspective of non-EU citizens: The results of the immigrant

34 International IDEA

References

citizens survey for Germany], 2012, Sachverständigenrat deutscher Stiftungen für
Integration und Migration (SVR) [The Expert Council of German Foundations on
Integration and Migration], <https://www.svr-migration.de/publikationen/deutscheintegrationsmassnahmen-aus-der-sicht-von-nicht-eu-buergern-die-ergebnisse-desimmigrant-citizens-survey-fuer-deutschland/>, accessed 8 March 2018
Wittlif, A. and Litta, H., ‘Schwarz, rot, grün – welche Parteien bevorzugen
Zuwanderer?’ [Black, red, green: What are the party preferences of immigrants?], Policy
Brief des SVR-Forschungsbereichs no. 5, Sachverständigenrat deutscher Stiftungen für
Integration und Migration [Expert Council of German Foundations on Integration and
Migration Policy Brief No. 5], 2016, <https://www.svr-migration.de/publikationen/
parteipraeferenzen/>, accessed 8 March 2018
Wüst, A. M., ‘Naturalised citizens as voters: behaviour and impact’, German Politics, 13/2
(2004), pp. 341–59, <https://doi.org/10.1080/0964400042000229972>, accessed 7
March 2018
Wüst, A. M., ‘Wahlverhalten und politische Repräsentation von Migranten’ [Voting
behaviour and political representation of migrants], Der Bürger Im Staat, 56/4 (2006),
pp. 228–34
—, ‘Immigration into politics: Migrant-origin candidates and their success in the 2013
Bundestag election’, German Politics and Society, 32/3 (2014), pp. 1–15, <https://
doi.org/10.3167/gps.2014.320301>, accessed 7 March 2018
—, ‘Incorporation beyond cleavages? Parties, candidates and Germany’s migrant-origin
electorate’, German Politics, 25/3 (2016), pp. 414–32, <https://doi.org/
10.1080/09644008.2016.1172066>, accessed 7 March 2018
Zunzer, W., ‘Diaspora communities and civil conflict transformation’, Berghof Occasional
Paper No. 26 (September 2004), <http://edoc.vifapol.de/opus/volltexte/2011/2543/
pdf/boc26e.pdf>, accessed 7 March 2018

Interviews
Afghan female respondent 1, author’s interview, Berlin, June 2017
Afghan male respondent 1, author’s interview, Berlin, June 2017
Afghan male representative of a migrant organization 1, author’s interview, Berlin, June 2017
Afghan male representative of a migrant organization 2, author’s interview, Bonn, June 2017
Afghan male representative of an Afghan refugee organization 1, author’s interview, Berlin,
June 2017
Afghan male representative of an Afghan refugee organization 2, author’s interview, Cologne,
July 2017
Director of Cologne Integration Council, author’s interview, Cologne, August 2017
Director of Heinrich Böll Foundation, author’s interview, phone interview, July 2017

International IDEA 35

Political Participation of Refugees

Project manager, BAGFA, author’s interview, phone interview, July 2017
Representative of Afghan development organization, author’s interview, Bonn, June 2017
Syrian female respondent 1, author’s interview, Berlin, June 2017
Syrian female respondent 2, author’s interview, Berlin, June 2017
Syrian female respondent 3, author’s interview, Berlin, June 2017
Syrian female respondent 4, author’s interview, Berlin, June 2017
Syrian female respondent 5, author’s interview, Berlin, June 2017
Syrian male respondent 1, Berlin, June 2017
Syrian male respondent 2, Berlin, June 2017
Syrian male respondent 3, Cologne, June 2017

36 International IDEA

Annex. Glossary of terms

Annex. Glossary of terms

Asylum

A form of protection given by a state on its territory based on internationally or nationally
recognized refugee rights. It is granted to a person who is unable to seek protection in his or
her country of nationality and/or residence, in particular for fear of being persecuted for
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political
opinion.
Asylum seeker

A person who seeks safety from persecution or serious harm in a country other than his or
her own and is awaiting a decision on an application for refugee status under relevant
international and national instruments.
Country of origin

A country from which people leave to settle abroad permanently or temporarily (IOM 2011).
Diaspora

A group of individuals (and members of networks, associations and communities) who have
left their country of origin but maintain links with their homeland. This concept covers more
settled communities, migrant workers based abroad temporarily, expatriates with the
nationality of the host country, dual nationals, and second- and third-generation migrants.
Host country

The country where a refugee is settled. In the case of asylum seekers, the country where a
person has applied for asylum.
Internally displaced person

A person who has been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their home or places of habitual
residence, in particular because of (or in order to avoid) the effects of armed conflict,
situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights, or natural or human-induced
disasters, but who has not crossed an internationally recognized state border (United Nations
Economic and Social Council, Commission on Human Rights 1998).
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Migrant

Any person who is moving or has moved across an international border or within a State
away from his/her habitual place of residence, regardless of (a) the person’s legal status; (b)
whether the movement is voluntary or involuntary; (c) what the causes for the movement are;
or (d) what the length of the stay is (International Organization for Migration 2011).
Naturalization

Granting by a state of its nationality to a non-national through a formal act on the
application of the individual concerned (IOM 2011).
Non-formal political participation

For the purposes of this research, non-formal political participation is understood as
participation in political affairs through non-formal means, such as civil society
organizations, trade unions, consultative bodies, community organizations, grassroots
movements and so on.
Formal political participation

For the purposes of this research, formal political participation is understood as participation
in decision-making through formal democratic institutions and processes such as national
and local elections, referendums, political parties, and parliaments.
Refugee

‘A person who, owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinions, is outside the
country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of
the protection of that country’ (Refugee Convention, article 1A(2), 1951). In addition,
article 1(2) of the 1969 Organization of African Unity Convention defines a refugee as any
person compelled to leave his or her country ‘owing to external aggression, occupation,
foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole of
his country of origin or nationality’. Similarly, the 1984 Cartagena Declaration states that
refugees also include persons who flee their country ‘because their lives, security or freedom
have been threatened by generalized violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive
violations of human rights or other circumstances which have seriously disturbed public
order’ (IOM 2011).
Resettlement

The transfer of refugees from the country in which they have sought refuge to another state
that has agreed to admit them (IOM 2011).
Transnationalism

The process whereby people establish and maintain socio-cultural connections across
geopolitical borders (IOM 2011).

38 International IDEA

About the authors

About the authors

Nora Jasmin Ragab is a PhD student and researcher at the Migration and Development
research cluster at Maastricht University, Maastricht Graduate School of Governance. Her
main research interest lies in the area of migration and development, with a focus on diaspora
mobilization in conflict settings. The aim of her PhD project is to provide a broader
understanding of the role and contribution of diasporas to conflicts and peace building in the
country of origin by using the Syrian diaspora as a case. She finished her Bachelor’s degree in
Business, Economics and Social Sciences at Vienna University of Economics and Business
and did her Master’s in Public Policy and Human Development with a specialization in
Migration Studies at Maastricht University. In addition to this research project she also
collaborates closely with migrant organizations in her role as intercultural consultant, which
gives her access to different migrant communities in Germany.
Lina Antara is a democracy support professional with a keen interest in electoral processes
and human rights. She has worked as a Programme Officer at International IDEA since
2015, focusing on projects related to the political inclusion of marginalized groups.
Previously, she worked with International IDEA’s electoral support project in Myanmar, and
with the Electoral Processes Programme conducting research for the Electoral Justice
Database and the ACE Electoral Knowledge Network. Prior to this, she worked for the
Court of Justice of the European Union and the European Parliament in Luxembourg. She
also served as an election observer with the Organization of American States in Panama in
2014 and with the European Union in Liberia in 2017. She holds a master’s degree in
European law from the University of Luxembourg, a postgraduate degree in international
election observation and electoral assistance from the University of the Basque Country, and
a bachelor’s degree in law from the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki.

International IDEA 39

Political Participation of Refugees

About the Refugees, Asylum
Seekers and Democracy project
Refugees have the potential to make an impact on the political life of both their host
countries and countries of origin, as they often maintain transnational links with their
homelands while at the same time they become part of the host society. Recognizing the dual
role of refugees as political actors, the Refugees, Asylum Seekers and Democracy project aims
to explore the challenges and opportunities related to political participation of refugees in
their host country and country of origin.
Among the formal mechanisms of political participation, the project explores issues of
access to citizenship in the host countries, electoral rights in both host country and country
of origin, and membership or other forms of support to political parties. In addition,
acknowledging that political life is not only confined to electoral processes, the project
examines non-formal mechanisms of political participation, including refugees’ participation
in consultative bodies, civil society organizations, protests and grassroots initiatives, and other
means of transnational political activism.
In 2018 the project produced a report, Political Participation of Refugees: Bridging the Gaps,
which draws on eight case studies carried out through interviews and focus group discussions
with refugees and key informants in host countries with high numbers of refugees. It offers
cross-country insights into the experiences of refugee communities originating from five of
the largest source countries.
The Refugees, Asylum Seekers and Democracy project was made possible by funding from
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Download the case studies and the full report:
<https://www.idea.int/our-work/what-we-do/migration-democracy>
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The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA) is
an intergovernmental organization with the mission to advance democracy worldwide, as a
universal human aspiration and enabler of sustainable development. We do this by
supporting the building, strengthening and safeguarding of democratic political institutions
and processes at all levels. Our vision is a world in which democratic processes, actors and
institutions are inclusive and accountable and deliver sustainable development to all.

What do we do?
In our work we focus on three main impact areas: electoral processes; constitution-building
processes; and political participation and representation. The themes of gender and inclusion,
conflict sensitivity and sustainable development are mainstreamed across all our areas of
work.
International IDEA provides analyses of global and regional democratic trends; produces
comparative knowledge on good international democratic practices; offers technical
assistance and capacity-building on democratic reform to actors engaged in democratic
processes; and convenes dialogue on issues relevant to the public debate on democracy and
democracy building.

Where do we work?
Our headquarters is located in Stockholm, and we have regional and country offices in
Africa, the Asia-Pacific, Europe and Latin America and the Caribbean. International IDEA is
a Permanent Observer to the United Nations and is accredited to European Union
institutions.
<http://www.idea.int>
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Drawing on individual perspectives of Afghan and Syrian refugees based
in Germany, this case study explores the formal and non-formal political
participation of refugees and asylum seekers in their host country and the
ways in which they are able to participate in peacebuilding and
democracy-building in their countries of origin.
Among the formal mechanisms for political participation, the case study
explores issues of access to citizenship in the host country, electoral rights
in both the host country and countries of origin, and membership or
other forms of support to political parties. In addition, it examines nonformal mechanisms for political participation, including refugees’
participation in consultative bodies, civil society organizations, protests
and grassroots initiatives, and other means of transnational political
activism.
This case study is part of the Refugees, Asylum Seekers and Democracy
project and has informed the development of a longer report, Political
Participation of Refugees: Bridging the Gaps, published by International
IDEA in 2018.
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