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ABSTRACT
This article examines how migrant women from Afghanistan who arrived in Germany in or after 2015—including asylum 
seekers, refugees, and those with rejected cases—experience and contest the everyday challenges within the liminal and 
precarious confines of camps and camp‐like structures, including asylum reception and collective accommodation centres. It 
contributes critically to camp and refugee studies by centring the gendered experiences, liminality, intersectional vulner
abilities, and agency of women in these settings. The article argues that camps and camp‐like spaces are contested gendered 
spaces where female migrants navigate and challenge multiple inequalities by exercising agency through diverse strategies. 
Afghan migrant women provide a compelling case, justified by their intersecting origins and the limited research on their 
experiences. In‐depth interviews, participant observation, and a review of the literature are utilised to collect data using a 
qualitative design that implements an engaged narrative inquiry. Two interconnected themes emerge from the research. The 
first analyses how participants categorise their living arrangements as camps and heims, while addressing the spatial 
inequalities, gendered vulnerabilities, and liminal experiences they encounter. The second examines women's agency and the 
various strategies they exercise to navigate and contest these inequalities. Specifically, three forms of agency are highlighted: 
creative space‐making, resilient navigation, and solidarity through faith and sisterhood.

1 | Introduction 

In the aftermath of the so‐called 2015 refugee crisis and the 
sudden increase in the number of asylum seekers, Europe 
experienced what is described as a “refugee reception 
crisis” (Böhm et al. 2021). In response, refugee camps and 
camp‐like facilities—such as reception centres and collective 
accommodations—became central to migration governance, 
particularly in Germany (Göler 2020), one of the world's largest 
refugee‐hosting countries, accommodating over 2.7 million 
refugees (UNHCR 2024). Kreichauf (2018, pp. 2‐4) con
ceptualises this shift through the notion of campization, 
describing how the tightening of asylum laws and reception 
regulations has resulted in the emergence and deepening of 

camp‐like characteristics in refugee accommodation, including 
large and restrictive infrastructures, spatial isolation, and 
diminished living standards. This process is accompanied by an 
increasingly hostile political climate in which refugee accom
modation is framed by the far right as a driver of housing 
scarcity and local insecurity (Held and Patana 2023), giving rise 
to anti‐refugee housing movements, reflected in online cam
paigns such as “Nein zum Heim” (“No to the shelter”) (Schelter 
and Kunegis 2017, p. 278), alongside protests and attacks tar
geting reception infrastructures (Martin 2023). These conditions 
amplify the liminality and socio‐spatial exclusion of forced 
migrants, particularly women, who face intersectional vulner
abilities (Mendola and Pera 2022), restrictive asylum policies, 
and lack of citizenship rights (Bartolomei 2016). Yet, their 
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experiences, struggles, and agency remain largely absent from 
encampment processes (Chowdhury and Shilpi 2022) and camp 
studies.

This article investigates how migrant women from Afghanistan 
who arrived in Germany in or after 2015—including asylum 
seekers, refugees, and those with rejected cases—experience 
and contest everyday challenges within the liminal and pre
carious confines of camps and camp‐like structures. In doing so, 
it addresses a critical gap in camp and refugee studies, which 
often overlook the gendered dimensions, intersecting inequali
ties, and agency of women residing in these settings. In this 
research, the concept of camps encompasses a broader spectrum 
of institutionalised and established settings, including asylum 
reception centres, collective accommodations, and asylum 
shelters (Razum and Butenop 2022).

Despite an extensive body of scholarship on refugee camps, 
mainstream research often analyses these spaces through Agam
ben's theorisation of the “state of exception” (Agamben 1998, 
2005), applying the concept of “bare life” to understand the ex
clusion of refugees from political belonging and their subjection to 
sovereign power (Ek 2006). While these approaches have signifi
cantly contributed to understanding camp as a site of legal li
minality and sovereign control, they often fail to account for its 
spatiality (Ramadan 2013), as well as complex social relations, 
hierarchies (Turner 2016), and heterogeneity of lived experiences 
within these spaces. This body of scholarship has also been criti
cised for being gender‐blind (Preser and Olier 2023), overlooking 
how gender, as a key social structure that shapes everyday prac
tices and interactions (Connell 2021), intersects with liminality 
(Turner 1987), spatial exclusion and power imbalances (Amelina 
and Lutz 2019). As Weheliye (2014, p. 43) maintains, “bare life is 
not only a product of previously established distinctions but also, 
and more significantly, aids in the perpetuation of hierarchical 
categorizations along the lines of nationality, gender, … race and so 
on.” Building on this critique and the broader call to examine 
intersecting forms of exclusion and coping strategies (Seethaler‐ 
Wari and Yanasmayan 2023), this article focuses on how women 
navigate constraints of camp and camp‐like facilities, recognising 
the various ways in which migrants actively “negotiate, evade, and 
resist” these structures (McConnachie 2016, p. 396).

This article argues that camps and camp‐like structures are not 
only distinctive political and social spaces but also contested, 
gendered spaces where female migrants navigate and challenge 
multiple inequalities by exercising agency through diverse 
strategies. To examine this, Afghan women constitute a par
ticularly compelling case for understanding the gendered 
dynamics, intersectionality, and agency in refugee accommo
dation. Afghanistan has remained one of the most common 
countries of origin for asylum seekers in Germany, with 419,410 
Afghan nationals registered by the end of 2023, of whom 
148,765 were women (Federal Office for Migration and Refu
gees 2025; Statistisches Bundesamt Destatis 2024), many of 
whom reside, or have resided, in camp‐like accommodations. 
These women experience multiple, intersecting vulnerabilities 
linked to their gender, racial, ethnic, and religious identities— 
for instance, as Muslim women from ethnic minorities in 
Afghanistan. Such vulnerabilities extend across both their 
country of origin and Germany as the destination context. They 
include oppression under the de facto Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan as well as restrictive asylum policies in Germany, 

which fail to grant asylum to Afghan women and girls on the 
basis of “gender‐based persecution” (Golesorkhi 2024, p. 15). 
Moreover, Afghan women migrants in Germany are frequently 
represented in media discourses as passive victims of “con
servative Islamic countries” who “feel safe” in Germany (van 
Laak 2019). This reductionist portrayal disregards persistent 
obstacles they face post‐migration and the agency they excercise 
in negotiating life within these spaces. Despite these challenges 
and the significance of their experiences, the literature on 
Afghan women migrants in camp and camp‐like settings in 
Germany and Europe remains limited, focusing on their iden
tity and socio‐cultural changes (Saidi 2018) or health‐related 
issues (Rahimitabar et al. 2023).

The article is structured as follows: the next section provides an 
overview of policies concerning refugee camps and reception 
and accommodation centres in Germany. The third section 
outlines the conceptual framework, examining key approaches 
to camp‐like structures, liminality, spatialised inequalities, and 
agency, alongside relevant empirical literature. The fourth 
section details the methodological approach and research 
design. The fifth section presents the findings and discussion, 
focusing on spatialised inequalities, gendered vulnerabilities, 
and liminality experienced by migrant women, as well as their 
agency in asylum spaces, demonstrated through creative space‐ 
making, resilient navigation, and solidarity grounded in faith 
and sisterhood. Finally, the article concludes by reflecting on 
the implications of the findings and proposing directions for 
future research.

1.1 | Refugee Camps and Camp‐Like Structures 
in Germany: Historical and Policy Context 

The use of camps to manage migration in Germany has a long 
history. Since 1949, repurposed facilities, including former 
military barracks, have been used to accomodate immigrants 
and asylum seekers (Sowa 2024). As asylum applications 
increased in the 1970s, the camp system expanded and became 
increasingly decentralised. This period marked a shift in 
migration policies from a guest worker system to an “asylum 
regime,” particularly in response to rising arrivals from Eastern 
European countries. This shift was accompanied by the intro
duction of stricter controls, which heightened the repression 
and criminalisation of migration (Karakayali 2008, as cited in 
Sowa 2024).

This restrictive approach continued into the 1990s, coinciding 
with a renewed surge in asylum applications. Camp accom
modation became central to these policies, exemplified by the 
1993 introduction of the EASY (Erstverteilung Asylbegehrende, 
or initial distribution of asylum seekers) system. This quota‐ 
based mechanism distributed asylum seekers across federal 
states, resulting in the establishment of 50 new reception cen
tres. These facilities managed internal dispersal and played a 
key role in deportation procedures. In recent years, camps have 
increasingly served as processing hubs, regulating residence, 
restricting mobility, and facilitating deportations.

Since 2015, particularly during what has been termed the long 
summer of migration, reliance on camp accommodation has 
intensified, reflecting a growing emphasis on streamlining 
migration processing and control. This shift has influenced 
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accommodation policies, notably the balance between collective 
and private housing. Before 2015, there was a gradual move 
towards decentralised private accommodation. However, 
the sharp rise in asylum applications in that year led munici
palities to prioritise mass accommodations, often repurposing 
existing structures to meet demand (Seethaler‐Wari and 
Yanasmayan 2023, p. 42). The maximum length of stay in 
reception centres was extended from three to 18 months. An
kER (Ankunft, Entscheidung und Rückführung or arrival, 
decision and return) facilities were introduced, consolidating 
services and administrative authorities in a single location to 
centralise and expedite asylum processes (Federal Office for 
Migration and Refugees 2023).

Asylum accommodation policies in Germany differ across federal 
states, resulting in varied living conditions. These range from 
centralised camp‐like structures, such as arrival centres, special 
reception centres, and AnkER centres, to decentralised private 
housing (Fachinger et al. 2024). Asylum seekers must register with 
a state authority, either at a border crossing, police station, or 
reception centre. After registration, they are required to remain in 
state‐level facilities for up to 18 months, sometimes longer. During 
this period, they primarily receive in‐kind benefits to meet basic 
needs, such as clothing and healthcare, and are housed in shared 
bedrooms with communal sanitary facilities, controlled entry, and 
centralised food distribution (Rast et al. 2024).

After the initial reception phase, asylum seekers are typically 
accommodated in either collective centres or decentralised 
housing within the same federal state (Fachinger et al. 2024). 
County‐level accommodations range from large facilities with 
shared amenities to individual apartments. At this stage, 
financial allowances largely replace in‐kind assistance. Transi
tion to private housing becomes possible under certain condi
tions, such as the legal recognition of refugee status, extended 
residence in county‐level accommodations, or specific personal 
circumstances, including health‐related needs (Rast et al. 2024).

1.2 | Women's Experiences in Camps and  
Camp‐Like Settings: Theoretical and Empirical 
Insights 

In examining the gendered dimensions of camp and camp‐like 
facilities and the experiences of women within these spaces, I 
adapt a conceptual framework that weaves together theoretical 
and empirical insights. This framework highlights the spatial 
characteristics of these facilities alongside the interconnected 
dimensions of liminality, intersectionality, and agency. It serves 
as a lens to understand the everyday struggles, inequalities, and 
strategies through which women navigate these spaces.

Building on Kreichauf (2018) analysis, I identify key features of 
asylum reception and accommodation centres that contribute to 
their camp‐like character. First, these spaces are designed to 
separate and contain migrants, specifically asylum seekers, 
refugees, and those with tolerated or rejected statuses, resulting 
in distinct forms of segregation. Second, they are spatially 
demarcated by physical and material boundaries that distin
guish the “inside” from the “outside,” reinforcing social con
tainment and exclusion (McConnachie 2016, pp. 398–399). 
Third, they function as spaces of legal exceptionality, governed 
by asylum and immigration regulations that differ from those 

applied to citizens (Agamben 1998; Isin and Rygiel 2007, 
p. 189). Fourth, as part of broader immigration control mech
anisms (Leroy 2024), these centres require migrants to 
reside temporarily on site while applications are processed 
(Migreurope 2005, as cited in Hailey 2009). Nonetheless, despite 
their intended transience, such arrangements can develop into 
prolonged conditions of indeterminacy and uncertainty con
cerning the duration and outcome of migrants' residency.

Liminality is a central concept invoked to describe forced mi
grants' status in camp and camp‐like spaces (Mountz 2011; 
Tunaboylu and van Liempt 2020). It refers to a transitional state— 
a “period of margin” (Turner 1987, p. 4)—where individuals exist 
in an interstructural condition, slipping through legal and social 
classifications. Within accommodation centres, forced migrants 
are “betwixt and between” legal and social categories, suspended 
in a “limbo condition” (Hartonen et al. 2022). These centres 
function as “vital devices of power” (Malkki 1995, p. 498), 
reinforcing legal and spatial liminality. Temporariness becomes 
“ongoing” and “lasting,” trapping refugees and asylum seekers in 
a state of “frozen transience” (Bauman 2002, p. 345), where 
inability to move forward or fully integrate exacerbates exclusion 
and uncertainty (Ramadan 2013; Turner 2005). Fontanari (2015) 
describes asylum seekers' experiences in Wohnheime (residential 
accommodations in Germany) as confined to a liminal threshold, 
characterised by time suspension, non‐belonging, and in‐ 
betweenness. Although technically open, these spaces are often 
perceived as carceral. Similarly, O'Reilly (2018) highlightes how 
residents of Ireland's direct provision centres internalise fear, 
insecurity, and invisibility under strict control. Engaging with this 
literature, this article focuses on forced migrant women in 
accommodation centres, seeking to move beyond homogenised 
accounts of asylum seekers and refugees. It remains critically 
attentive to the diversity within women's experiences and the risk 
of essentialising ‘women’ as a singular category. It employs an 
intersectional lens, alongside the concept of agency, to analyse the 
gendered nuances in these spaces.

Carastathis et al. argue that intersectionality, often overlooked in 
(forced) migration studies, illuminates differences in migratory 
processes, as migrants are “positioned in hierarchies of gender, race, 
class, age, religion, and sexuality” (Carastathis et al. 2018, p. 6). 
Among intersectional approaches, the concept of spatialised 
inequalities (Amelina and Lutz 2019) is particularly relevant, illus
trating how spatial classifications, such as being a forced migrant in 
an accommodation centre, intersect with other axes of inequality, 
including gender and ethnicity, to produce hierarchical structures 
that shape unequal life chances (Walby et al. 2012). Freedman 
(2022, p. 113) notes that in camp settings, women face distinct 
challenges stemming from both material conditions and entrenched 
gendered power structures. In Germany, sexual violence and abuse 
against women in reception centres, perpetrated by other asylum 
seekers as well as staff, guards, and volunteers, remains a pressing 
concern (Bonewit and Shreeves 2016 p. 27). Rast et al. (2024) 
demonstrate how precarious living conditions in these facilities, 
including inadequate privacy and limited access to healthcare, dis
proportionately affect women. Hartmann (2017b) further shows 
how women re‐appropriate space in refugee centres through 
informal support networks.

In restrictive environments, migrants seek to regain control and 
“negotiate their situation, exercising agency” (Triandafyllidou 
2019, p. 5). This refers to their capacity at the micro‐level to 
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reflect on everyday conditions and to act in ways that influence or 
manage their circumstances (Ramachandran and Vathi 2022). In 
this research, agency is understood as encompassing a range of 
actions, including “actively resisting visible forms of power; resisting 
normalised structures through reflective consciousness; maintaining 
a delayed form, inspired by dreams and desires without immediate 
actions; or choosing marginality in relation to power” (Ghorashi 
et al. 2018, p. 377). A growing body of research illustrates various 
ways in which forced migrants assert agency within asylum‐related 
institutions. Turnbull (2015), for instance, examines detainees' 
strategies of resilience and resistance in UK immigration detention 
centres, where they deploy legal tactics, faith, and strategic patience 
to mitigate uncertainty. While existing scholarship has explored 
resilience and survival strategies in asylum contexts, the gendered 
dimensions of forced migrant women's experiences in camp‐like 
settings, particularly through the lenses of intersectionality and li
minality, remain a significant gap. This article addresses this gap by 
focusing on the under‐represented case of Afghan women asylum 
seekers and refugees.

2 | Methodology 

This research employed a qualitative narrative inquiry 
(Creswell and Poth 2024) to understand the lived experiences 
and narratives of forced migrant women in camps and camp‐ 
like facilities, while situating these narratives within broader 
social, cultural, and institutional contexts (Clandinin 2023). The 
research design was informed by Ghorashi (2021) and a femi
nist ethics framework (Jaggar 2013), foregrounding participants 
reflections on inequality and their positionality within accom
modation spaces. Women participants actively contributed to 
the data collection process. One participant, after her interview, 
volunteered to take part in the research as an interviewer. 
Following training, she conducted interviews with women who 
felt more comfortable speaking with someone of the same 
gender. Her involvement enriched the study, as she amplified 
marginalised narratives, drawing on her own lived experiences 
and stories emerging from within accommodation spaces.

This research utilised a combination of narrative interviews 
(Kartch 2017), participant observation, and a literature review. 
Interviews involved ten Afghan women (see Table 1); six were 
conducted by the researcher and four by the trained female par
ticipant. Participants were recruited through theoretical sampling, 
followed by snowball sampling. Initial recruitment involved refu
gee communities and non‐governmental organisations, which 
circulated information about the study to Afghan women who 
arrived in Germany in or after 2015 and had lived experience of 
camps or reception facilities. Additional participants were identi
fied through referrals from interviewees. Fieldwork was conducted 
between 2019 and 2021 across four German states, Hesse, Berlin, 
Lower Saxony, and Rhineland‐Palatinate. A substantial part of the 
fieldwork involved temporary observations, visits, and occasional 
participatory interactions, including invitations by participants to 
join them as guests in camps and accommodation centres in Hesse 
and Berlin, enabling a deeper understanding of their everyday 
experiences.

Interviews were held in participants' native language, Dari/ 
Persian1, which is also the researcher's native language, in 
accordance with participants' preferences. They lasted between 

1.5 and 3.5 h, averaging 2.5 h, and were conducted both in 
person and online to accommodate participants' needs. Parti
cipants were aged between 20 and 53 years and included seven 
married, one divorced, one engaged, and one single. All 
belonged to ethnic minority groups, namely Tajik, Hazara, and 
Sadat2, and identified as Muslim. Their length of stay in camps 
or reception centres ranged from 1 to 9 months, while time in 
accommodation centres varied from 6 to 60 months.

In this research, I navigated the dual positionality of being both an 
insider and an outsider. Sharing citizenship, migratory experiences, 
and an ethnic minority background with participants provided 
insider access, fostering trust, connection, and deeper narrative 
engagement. Simultaneously, my academic role and gender identity 
as a man positioned me as an outsider, informing my approach to 
and interpretation of the data. This dual positionality required an 
ongoing process of reflexivity to maintain a balanced and critically 
engaged relationship with participants.

To address power dynamics and reduce the risk of re‐ 
traumatisation, interviews were guided by feminist and trauma‐ 
informed research principles, which prioritise participants' safety, 
trust, collaboration, and empowerment, while recognising the 
cumulative and intersectional nature of forced migration experi
ences (Critelli and Yalim 2020). Participants were informed that 
they could skip questions, pause, or stop the interview at any point, 
and interviews were suspended when signs of distress emerged. 
These principles were also incorporated into the training provided 
to the female participant interviewer. Informed consent was 
prioritised, and transparency was maintained throughout the 
research process. Interviews were conducted as social interactions, 
consciously minimising hierarchical relations through open dia
logue and active listening. Drawing on prior research experience 
and contextual knowledge of gender dynamics in Afghanistan, I 
integrated cultural and gender sensitivities into the research design. 
Women participants were given options for how to share their 
narratives, including the choice to be interviewed by a female 
migrant volunteer. Their preferences regarding interview timing 
and format were prioritised. To protect participants' privacy, their 
chosen pseudonyms are used; names and specific cities remain 
undisclosed.

All interviews were conducted, transcribed, and analysed in the 
original interview language. Where participants used German 
or English terms, these were retained in the transcripts and 
analysis. Translation into English was limited to the presenta
tion of interview excerpts and was undertaken by the 
researcher, with attention to preserving meaning and contex
tual nuance rather than literal translations.

Interview transcripts were analysed alongside observation notes 
and the field journal using thematic analysis, which involves 
generating initial codes, organising them into categories and 
themes, and conceptualising them to identify key concepts, 
patterns, and deeper insights (Ayres 2008).

3 | Results and Discussion 

3.1 | Spatialised Inequalities, Gendered 
Vulnerabilities, and Liminality 

Interlocutors' narratives highlight the ways in which camp and 
camp‐like structures are labelled and experienced, as well as 
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their spatial characteristics, and intersections with inequalities, 
infrastructural inadequacies, surveillance, and a pervasive sense 
of liminality. During interviews and observations, participants 
frequently referred to their accommodations as “Camps” or 
“Heims” (German for Home), using these terms in their native 
language, Dari/Persian. This was notable, as the interview 
questions were intentionally phrased in broad terms, avoiding 
explicit references to Camps, Heims, or Centres. This method
ological openness allowed participants' framing of these spaces 
to emerge through their lived experiences and reflections. This 
finding aligns with Kreichauf (2018) argument that naming 
refugee accommodations reflects a struggle over interpreta
tional sovereignty. While institutional labels such as “asylum 
centre” obscure exclusionary realities, refugees' use of the term 
“camp” challenges the official name and underlines their 
marginality and the spatial function of these spaces as desig
nated for forced migrants.

Camp was the term commonly used for reception or arrival 
centres, the initial accommodation spaces in the asylum process 
(Glorius and Doomernik 2020). These spaces were located in 
diverse settings, including repurposed fire stations, sports halls, 
military barracks, tents in open areas, or other shared facilities 
in urban and remote locations. Described as overcrowded and 
mixed‐gender, they lacked privacy, autonomy, and adequate 
facilities, contributing to participants' persistent sense of 
insecurity, distress, liminality, and exposure to sexual and 
gender‐based violence (SGBV).

As several participants recounted, these camps lacked physical 
boundaries or partitions, forcing women into close proximity 
with strangers and depriving them of personal space. The lack 
of privacy created distressing conditions, heightening spatial 
insecurity (Nassim et al. 2022) and physical vulnerability 
(Gewalt et al. 2019). Zara described her shock and despair at the 
prospect of being placed in this chaotic setup:

Our camp, an asylum reception centre, was outside the 
city, far from any market. It was a large sports hall with 
beds scattered everywhere, with no order. When we 
arrived, they took us in and said, ‘You have to live here.’ 
I asked, ‘With everyone together?’ They said, ‘Yes, it 
doesn't matter if you're a woman, a man, or a family; 
you all have to live here.’ Seeing this was so difficult for 
me that it made me cry. How could anyone, especially 
women, live in such a space under the constant gaze of 
so many strangers, with no privacy at all?

Beyond the lack of privacy, gendered impacts of poor infra
structure were exacerbated by unsafe communal facilities. 
Bathrooms and showers lacking dividers or secure locks became 
sites of vulnerability, as Hala's traumatic experience illustrates 
the SGBV risks women face in camps:

One of the worst experiences of my life was my first 
night in the camp after arriving in Germany. It was a 
large, mixed‐gender hall. I had travelled from Afgha
nistan with my three daughters, and after a long, ex
hausting journey, I was in complete shock at the camp's 
mixed space. That very night, we suddenly heard the 
screams and cries of a woman coming from the 

courtyard, and everyone rushed outside. She was crying 
hysterically because, while she was showering in the 
women's container bathroom, a man had attempted to 
break the flimsy plastic lock and enter. It felt like a 
nightmare, one that my daughters and I can never 
forget.

As Krause (2015) explains, SGBV poses a “continuous threat” to 
women during conflict, flight, and encampment, occurring 
across both public and private spaces in refugee camps. Hala's 
account illustrates this persistence and supports Freedman's 
observation that refugee women's vulnerability to gender‐based 
violence in Europe is “exacerbated by the inadequacy of 
reception and accommodation conditions in many countries,” 
including Germany (Freedman 2016, p. 22). These accounts 
suggest that gendered vulnerability in camps is not incidental 
but structurally embedded in the spatial design and governance 
of accommodation regimes, where infrastructural arrangements 
produce conditions of exposure and insecurity for women.

Some participants, particularly single or lone mothers with 
children, emphasised the institutional surveillance and mon
itoring of their caregiving roles. Marwa described camp guards 
closely monitoring her caregiving, intensifying her feelings of 
judgement, inadequacy, and constraint:

In the camp, I often felt watched and scrutinised, 
especially in how I cared for my young children. I was 
alone with them, without my husband. Once, the 
guards warned me never to leave my 1‐year‐old 
unattended—something I never do as a mother. But 
the toilets were far from the hall, and once, I had to go, 
briefly leaving my child on the bed. When the guards 
noticed, they called me in and warned me strictly. After 
that, I had to take my child even to the toilet, which 
was entirely inappropriate. They questioned why I left 
my child alone but never considered why essential 
facilities were too far for a mother to access easily or 
appropriately with her child.

Marwa's account underscores the dual pressures women face in 
camps, arising from inadequate infrastructure that neglects 
caregiving needs and institutional surveillance that enforces 
compliance without addressing intersectional realities. As a 
single migrant mother, she occupies a precarious position, 
navigating an environment where her caregiving is scrutinised 
by institutional authority while structural barriers remain 
unacknowledged. Agier (2011, p. 4) argues that “there is no care 
without control,” highlighting camps' biopolitical function 
in managing and distancing refugee bodies. Similarly, 
Szczepanikova (2013) reveals the entanglement of control and 
assistance in asylum accommodation centres, producing en
vironments of dependency and oppression. Marwa's experience 
revisits these analyses by illustrating a form of control without 
care, in which institutional authority shifts caregiving entirely 
onto asylum‐seeking mothers, creating an oppressive, gendered 
environment that disregards their needs and evades organisa
tional accountability for practical challenges.

Participants' narratives also distinguished camps from Heims— 
“collective accommodation centres” (Fachinger et al. 2024) 
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where they were transferred after completing the initial recep
tion period and procedures, including interviews or the receipt 
of decisions. While Heims offered marginal privacy and 
autonomy through individual rooms allocated per household, 
they presented new challenges due to shared facilities, such as 
kitchens, bathrooms, and laundry (Rast et al. 2024). Over
crowding, long waiting times, and competition for resources 
produced a different, yet equally pervasive, set of inequalities. 
Zara described her struggles during Ramadan, when limited 
cooking facilities made meal preparation during fasting nearly 
impossible:

In our Heim, one shared kitchen with six stoves served 
30 families on the same floor. It was always crowded, 
making cooking a constant struggle. During Ramadan, 
when we were fasting, it became almost impossible 
because there were too many people and too few stoves.

The shared nature of these facilities also imposed gendered 
constraints on women's mobility and autonomy. Participants 
expressed discomfort using communal spaces, such as kitchens, 
dimly lit laundry rooms, and other public areas frequently ac
cessed or dominated by unfamiliar men. Field observations af
firmed these accounts, revealing women's restricted access to 
shared spaces and a predominant male presence in areas such 
as lounge halls. In a repurposed accommodation centre in 
Berlin, where the researcher was invited by a participant, the 
lounge, intended as a communal space, was primarily occupied 
by men. Residents noted that the building had previously 
functioned as a hospital, adapted to house both families and 
single individuals. Rooms varied by household size; the parti
cipant's room, for example, contained six beds and a private 
bathroom. Shared facilities, such as the kitchen and laundry, 
were located in a separate building. During the visit, several 
young and middle‐aged men were observed in the lounge, en
gaged in conversation and laughter. After joining the conver
sation, I asked about the typical users of the space; they 
explained they met there regularly because it felt more com
fortable. In contrast, women were said to gather in private 
rooms, illustrating how spatial arrangements and gender norms 
reinforce exclusion and restrict women's presence in communal 
areas.

The male dominance of shared spaces, as highlighted by par
ticipants, also contributed to shifts in the household division of 
labour and to instances of gender‐based violence. Sajeda shared 
that her spouse assumed cooking and laundry responsibilities 
due to the perceived unsafe environment for women in the 
Heim, which simultaneously restricted her mobility, ex
emplifying a form of masculine protection and control (Echavez 
et al. 2016):

The laundry was in a dimly lit basement, making 
women in the Heim feel unsafe. This also unsettled 
family men, including my husband, who wouldn't let 
me or my daughter go there or to the shared kitchen 
used by single men. He instead took on the laundry and 
cooking responsibilities.

This experience reflects similar accounts reported by women in 
other refugee shelters in Germany, where the use of communal 

spaces often led to unavoidable encounters with unfamiliar 
men. Christ et al. (2019) note that such situations were some
times perceived by husbands or male relatives as a “loss of 
masculinity” and honour. In contexts where cultural expecta
tions require men to protect female family members and pre
serve honour, such encounters were seen as emasculating 
(Mosawi 2020). In some cases, these tensions escalated into 
violence, as men sought to “regain the power they think they 
have lost” (Christ et al. 2019, p. 33). In this sense, accommo
dation arrangements reflect and reconfigure household gender 
relations, masculinity, protection, and control within conditions 
of spatial constraint.

A recurring theme in participants' narratives was the pervasive 
liminality and prolonged uncertainty characterising their 
accommodation experiences. Despite the home‐like connota
tions of “Heim,” these spaces failed to provide stability or safety. 
Instead, they reinforced precarity, temporality, and waiting, 
leaving residents in inadequate conditions for extended periods 
without clear timelines for transition. This sense of liminality 
transcends temporality and spatiality, encompassing an onto
logical “in‐betweenness” that becomes internalised, shaping 
migrants' identities and lived experiences within accommoda
tion centres (O'Reilly 2018). Sadaf's 3‐year stay in a crowded 
building with limited facilities highlights the emotional toll of 
this prolonged liminality:

We never felt a sense of home in the Heim, even after 
more than 3 years. Every day, we just hoped it would 
end and our status be decided.

Such prolonged uncertainty indicates that accommodation 
regimes institutionalise waiting as a governing mechanism, 
keeping migrants in a suspended legal position and structuring 
their lives around endurance, deferred decisions, and con
strained belonging.

The participants' narratives revealed how the spatial arrange
ments of camps (reception centres) and Heims (collective 
accommodation centres) were deeply intertwined with systemic 
inequalities and infrastructural shortcomings, neglecting wo
men's intersectional needs. This resonates with Hartmann's 
argument (2017b, p. 103) that women in refugee centres face 
“specific challenges and discrimination due to their gendered 
identities.” The findings extend this by exposing intersectional 
hierarchies and nuanced struggles that women navigate within 
these spaces, shaped by their spatial, gendered, and migratory 
positionalities. Instead of providing safety, these arrangements 
exacerbated insecurity, distress, surveillance, and exposure to 
SGBV, perpetuating liminality. These spatialised inequalities 
(Amelina and Lutz 2019) and inadequecies rendered camps 
and Heims spaces of exclusion, alienation, and othering 
(Göler 2020), as well as systemic neglect, leaving life unstable 
and transitional. The next theme details women's responses to 
these inequalities.

3.2 | Migrant Women's Agency in Asylum Spaces: 
Creativity, Resilience, and Solidarity 

Migrant women exercise multifaceted and dynamic forms of 
agency to navigate spatial inequalities, gendered vulnerabilities, 
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and persistent liminality in camps and Heims. They respond to 
structural constraints with creativity, resilience, solidarity, and 
strategic contestation, reclaiming agency amid exclusion. This 
analysis conceptualises three interconnected forms of agency: 
creative space‐making, resilient navigation, and solidarity 
through faith and sisterhood.

In the overcrowded and restrictive camp environment, where 
lack of privacy heightened insecurity, women demonstrated 
creativity and resourcefulness by adapting their surroundings. 
Facing the absence of partitions in shared reception centres, 
participants used limited resources to reclaim personal space 
and respond to spatial insecurity. Tuba recounted:

When we were in that large hall in the camp, where all 
the beds were lined up next to each other with no 
privacy at all, and we had no choice but to stay, we tried 
to find a way to create even a small sense of privacy. 
Each person was given a bedsheet, so we and others 
tied them together and hung them around the beds to 
create a little space for our family to sleep.

This seemingly small yet symbolic act of creative space‐making 
shows how women actively reimagined their environments to 
regain privacy and control. These micro‐adjustments reflect 
immediate agency, as participants like Tuba responded directly 
to structural and spatial constraints, asserting partial autonomy 
within gender‐insensitive spaces. This contributes to discus
sions on the alternative possibilities asylum seekers imagine 
within reception centres. While Ghorashi et al. (2018) introduce 
delayed agency, grounded in aspirations and deferred until 
future possibilities of transformation arise, Tuba's actions em
phasise immediate, real‐time agency enacted in response to 
present limitations. Her adaptations underscore the dynamic, 
inventive ways women negotiate and endure life in restrictive 
environments.

Women's agency extended beyond immediate adaptations, en
compassing resilient navigations of systemic barriers and legal 
liminality. This was evident when the absence of government‐ 
provided language courses in camps created major obstacles for 
women striving to integrate into new social and cultural con
texts. One participant, Sahar, described this challenge:

Unfortunately, while we were in the camp, despite my 
eagerness and plans to learn German, the government 
didn't provide any language courses for us. This was 
especially hard for me because I wanted to integrate 
into society quickly. For this, I first talked with the 
camp officials about my right to language courses. But 
they said nothing would be arranged until my appli
cation was processed.

However, Sahar, like some other participants, actively sought 
alternative solutions to overcome these institutional constraints, 
demonstrating her agency by seeking and attending volunteer‐ 
led language courses:

While this was disappointing, I insisted and approached 
the officials again, hoping for a solution. They told me I 
could only attend charity‐run or volunteer‐led classes if 
I found one myself. I thought I could either wait 

endlessly or use the time wisely. So, I decided to make 
the most of it. I found free language classes run by 
volunteers and began attending them. By the time my 
application was processed months later, I had learned 
enough German to communicate. In the camp's hope
less, uncertain environment, these goals kept me mo
tivated and gave me the strength to carry on.

Sahar's narrative illustrates that resilience involves more than 
passive endurance, including strategic, goal‐driven actions 
(Ortner 2006). By pursuing alternative options, she contested 
the institutional neglect that sustained her legal and social ex
clusion. Here, resilience is closely intertwined with strategic 
action, showing how women forge paths toward empowerment 
and integration within a context of liminality and unequal 
power relations. This result extends previous research on refu
gee asylum centres in Germany, which primarily emphasises 
Afghan women's “loss of power and agency” during prolonged 
stays in multiple camps and the lack of official language courses 
(Hartmann 2017a, pp. 226, 238).

The interlocutors' proactive engagement with volunteer‐led 
language courses was further confirmed during an observation 
involving Bano, a participant who regularly attended informal 
sessions at a local church near the shared accommodation 
centre. Through Bano, the researcher met a retired volunteer 
teacher who acknowledged the migrant women's active partic
ipation, stating, “While their language progress is remarkable, 
they have also become part of the local community.” This 
instance reflects the ways women's efforts to access informal 
classes, despite the absence of official provision, enabled both 
language acquisition and integration within local communities, 
capturing the practical and transformative potential of their 
agency.

Faith and spirituality emerged as vital to both individual and 
collective forms of resilience and agency. Several interlocutors 
stressed that religious practices helped them interpret hardship 
and sustain hope throughout their time in the camps and 
during the asylum process. These reflections resonate with 
findings from Norway's asylum centres, where women drew on 
religious beliefs to endure periods of depression and disheart
enment (Robleda 2020). In this study, faith extended beyond 
personal endurance to form the basis of collective agency, 
shaped by the intersection of gender, ethnicity, migratory sta
tus, and shared experiences of exclusion and legal liminality. In 
the Heims, where temporary residence often stretched 
into years, faith‐based gatherings offered spaces for spiritual 
practice and community‐building. Prayer groups united 
women—married, single, and divorced—from various ethnic 
and migratory backgrounds, gradually becoming networks of 
solidarity and support. Zara, one of the participants, reflected 
on the transformative impact of these gatherings and their 
meaning in her life and everyday experience.

When we moved to the Heim, I, along with a few other 
women, began a women's prayer group. We met weekly 
in one of our rooms to pray and share food. I believe 
this helped us cope; without it, I don't know how we 
would have managed. Over time, more women joined. 
Some were awaiting asylum decisions; others, like me, 
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had been rejected, and some had temporary status. 
There were also newcomers and those who had been 
there longer, from different ethnicities. The group 
gradually grew, and we connected with more people. 
These gatherings made everyday life in the Heim more 
bearable.

Initially centred on religious rituals, these prayer groups 
became spaces of emotional connection, mutual care, and col
lective advocacy. Women used these gatherings to discuss 
challenges in both private and public spheres, including 
restrictions on mobility, domestic violence, and the prolonged 
uncertainties of the asylum process. This echoes findings from 
Rohingya refugee camps in Bangladesh, where women's reli
gious spaces fostered community, friendship, and collective 
identity in displacement (Rahman 2019, pp. 877, 882). Zara 
further explained how such gatherings provided a platform for 
solidarity, rooted in shared struggle and faith:

At these prayer gatherings, women would pray indi
vidually and together, and afterwards, we would sit and 
talk about our daily struggles—challenges in the Heim, 
in our households, with our husbands, and even about 
asylum cases. We were all in almost the same situation, 
facing similar challenges. We comforted and supported 
one another, like a family, like sisters. We would share 
our thoughts and feelings, which made our hearts feel 
lighter. If anyone got information related to asylum 
laws, they would share it with the group. The connec
tion among us has been so strong that even when it was 
not possible to meet in person, we held our gatherings 
through WhatsApp.

This transformation of faith‐based gatherings into solidarity 
networks reflects how agency is forged through collective mo
bilisation. These spaces moved beyond their initial spiritual 
focus and forms of adaptive religious coping in displacement 
(Pertek 2024), evolving into platforms for emotional and prac
tical support, knowledge exchange, and everyday empower
ment. By cultivating sisterhood solidarity, participants 
countered the isolation and precarity of asylum life, establishing 
a sustained basis for mutual care and collective resilience.

Together, these diverse forms of agency—creative space‐ 
making, resilient navigation, and solidarity through faith and 
sisterhood—highlight the significance of women's everyday 
practices in negotiating and contesting the liminality, spatial 
constraints, systemic inequalities, and institutional barriers 
embedded in asylum life. By foregrounding these multilayered 
expressions, the analysis moves beyond dominant accounts that 
primarily emphasise migrant women's lack of agency and loss 
of subjectivity in asylum reception and accommodation centres 
(e.g., Gewalt et al. 2019; Nassim et al. 2022). It demonstrates 
that agency operates along a continuum, encompassing imme
diate responses as well as longer‐term, goal‐driven strategies 
across individual and collective levels. Such enactments, though 
situated in restrictive settings, illustrate how women transform 
marginalisation into sites of resistance, contestation, and pos
sibility. Through creative spatial adaptations, alternative routes 
to inclusion, and solidarities rooted in faith and sisterhood, 

participants challenged exclusionary systems and redefined 
their relationship with precarious and hierarchical asylum en
vironments. These narratives highlight the transformative force 
of agency across intersecting axes of gender, forced migration, 
faith, and spatial inequality.

4 | Conclusion 

This article examines how migrant women from Afghanistan 
who arrived in Germany in or after 2015—including asylum 
seekers, refugees, and those with rejected cases—experience 
and contest the everyday challenges within the liminal and 
precarious confines of camps and camp‐like structures. The 
concept of the camp in this study includes a diverse range of 
institutionalised and established settings, such as asylum 
reception centres and collective accommodation centres. It also 
captures the terms “camp” and “Heim” as used by refugees to 
describe their accommodations and narrate their lived experi
ences within these spaces.

This study significantly contributes to critical camp and refugee 
studies by focusing on the gendered experiences, liminality, 
intersectional vulnerabilities, and agency of women in camps and 
camp‐like structures. It frames these settings as contested gen
dered spaces, where female migrants navigate and challenge 
multiple inequalities through diverse strategies of agency. Fur
thermore, the research offers an in‐depth analysis of Afghan 
migrant women, justified by their intersectional backgrounds 
and marginal positions within power structures in both their 
country of origin, Afghanistan, and their country of asylum, 
Germany. This focus addresses a significant gap in the empirical 
literature, given the underrepresentation of their experiences.

The findings reveal two interrelated themes. The first highlights 
how the spatial arrangements of asylum reception centres 
(camps) and collective accommodation centres (Heims) inter
sect with systemic inequalities and infrastructural inadequacies, 
neglecting women's intersectional needs. Within these spaces, 
women contend with complex intersectional hierarchies and 
nuanced struggles shaped by their spatial, gendered, ethnic, and 
migratory positionalities, such as being single, married, or a 
lone mother with differing asylum statuses, compounded by 
gender discrimination in their home country and limited rights 
in the country of asylum. Rather than providing safety or care, 
these arrangements exacerbate insecurity, distress, surveillance, 
and exposure to sexual and gender‐based violence, while per
petuating a pervasive sense of liminality, exclusion, alienation, 
and othering.

The second theme examines how women respond to challenges 
and spatialised inequalities, demonstrating that agency operates 
across a spectrum, ranging from immediate responses to long‐ 
term, goal‐oriented, and strategic actions at both individual and 
collective levels. Such agency often transforms adversity into 
opportunities for empowerment. These diverse expressions of 
agency underscore the significance of women's actions and 
strategies in navigating and contesting liminality, socio‐spatial 
constraints, and systemic challenges in asylum life. By fore
grounding these multifaceted forms of agency including cre
ative space‐making, resilient navigation, and solidarity through 
faith and sisterhood, this study challenges prior research 
that predominantly emphasises the loss or lack of agency and 
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subjectivity among migrant women in asylum reception and 
accommodation centres, portraying them solely as passive 
victims.

The findings carry significant implications for policy and 
practice, particularly by highlighting the shortcomings of 
reception and accommodation centres for forced migrants in 
Germany. Recognising the intersectional inequalities, pervasive 
liminality, and exclusionary practices embedded in these spaces 
is critical for designing gender‐sensitive asylum procedures, 
including accommodation. Moreover, this study advocates for a 
reimagining of camp and camp‐like structures, shifting from 
spaces of exclusion and surveillance to environments that 
uphold safety, dignity, care, inclusion, and integration for mi
grants, particularly women.

Finally, this study opens avenues for future research. The gen
dered dynamics of other camp‐like structures and asylum ac
commodations, such as AnkER centres and specialised detention 
facilities, remain underexplored. Investigating these settings could 
offer deeper insights into how liminality, intersectionality, and 
agency manifest across diverse institutional contexts. Another 
potential area for further research is the examination of migrant 
women's experiences during relocation processes between multi
ple reception and accommodation centres.
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Endnotes 
1Dari, also known as Afghan Persian, is a national language of Af
ghanistan and a major variety of Persian, which is also spoken as 
Persian (Farsi) in Iran and Tajiki in Tajikistan (Spooner 2012).

2This reflects participants’ self‐identified ethnicities. While all Afghan 
migrants are minorities in Germany, the participants’ status here 
specifically highlights minority backgrounds shaped by ethno‐ 
religious affiliations in Afghanistan, particularly for Hazara and Sadat 
participants (Mosawi 2024). The term ‘minority’ is used in line with 
the IOM definition, referring to a “numerically inferior” and/or “non‐ 
dominant” group within a state, distinguished by ethnic, religious, or 
linguistic traits and a shared sense of solidarity aimed at preserving 
their culture, traditions, religion, or language (Capotorti 1979, as cited 
and adapted in Sironi et al. 2019, p. 141).
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