






Researcher: And your status now, you have received refugee status? 
 
Sardar: Yes, in June 2024. It was a relief, of course. But the period after the 

decision was also disorienting, which surprised me. I had been in waiting mode 
for so long, organized around the uncertainty, adapted to it, that receiving the 
decision was not simply a transition to normal life. I had to learn how to plan 
again. How to make commitments. How to book something for next month 
and believe I would still be here next month. That sounds simple but it is not. 

 
Researcher: How do you feel about your identity now, Kurdish, Italian, 

something in between? 
 
Sardar: I am Kurdish. That has not changed and it will not change. But I 

am also someone who speaks Italian well, who knows this city, who has built 
something here. I do not think of those things as contradictions. I am more 
Kurdish in some ways here than I was in Kurdistan, I think about what it 
means to be Kurdish every day, I explain it to Italians who have never heard 
of Kurdistan, I defend it when it is not understood. At the same time, I go to 
Kurdish community events and I see people who have organized their entire 
lives inside the Kurdish network and who, three or four years later, still cannot 
buy a bus ticket independently in Italian. I understand that choice, the com-
munity is protective, it is familiar, it is the only space where you do not have 
to explain yourself. But I am glad I made a different choice. 

 
Researcher: What about the future? 
 
Sardar: My immediate future is clear: I am working toward having my qual-

ifications officially recognized by the Italian system. It is a long process, bu-
reaucratic, involving documents from Kurdistan that are difficult to obtain 
because the university system there does not always cooperate well with foreign 
recognition procedures. But I have begun. I am also thinking about bringing 
my mother to Rome, if she is willing. She is aging and she is alone since my 
father died last year. [pause] That is something I think about every day. The 
question of family, of what distance costs, and whether it can ever be fully re-
paired. 
 
 
Transcription 2: Dilan, 24 years old, Sulaymaniyah 
 

Female. Arrived in Italy June 2023. Subsidiary protection granted April 2024. 
Studied one year of pharmacy at the University of Sulaimani before migration. 
Currently working part-time in a Kurdish restaurant near Termini station. Lives 
in a shared apartment in Pigneto with two other Kurdish women. Interview con-
ducted in Sorani Kurdish, April 2025. Duration: 71 minutes. 
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Researcher: Thank you very much for agreeing to meet with me. Can you 
begin by telling me a little about yourself, where you are from and what your 
life was like before you came to Italy? 

 
Dilan: I am from Sulaymaniyah, from a neighborhood called Bakhtiary. 

My family is, ordinary. My father drives a taxi, my mother stays home, I have 
two brothers. We were not rich but we were comfortable enough. I had started 
studying pharmacy at the university, I chose it because I was good at sciences 
and because my uncle is a pharmacist and he has a good life. After one year, I 
had finished my first year, I made the decision to leave. Not because of the 
university. Because of other things. 

 
Researcher: What were those other things? 
 
Dilan: [pause] It is complicated to explain completely. Some of it is general, 

the economy, the feeling that Kurdistan was going nowhere, that my genera-
tion would not have the lives we expected. Some of it is more personal. My 
family was beginning to talk about marriage. I was twenty-two. The man they 
had in mind was, fine. He was fine. A teacher, a good family. But I did not 
want to be married at twenty-two to a man who was fine. I wanted to live first. 
To be a person before I was someone’s wife. That sounds selfish when I say it, 
but I believed it. I still believe it. 

 
Researcher: Did you tell your family this? 
 
Dilan: [laughs softly] No. I told them I wanted to continue my studies in 

Europe, that the educational opportunities were better, that I wanted to come 
back with a European qualification. This was not a complete lie, I did want 
those things. But the real reason was also what I told you. My mother cried. 
My father did not speak to me for three days. Then he arranged money for 
my journey and he said to me, I remember his exact words, ’Go, but do not 
forget what you are.’ 

 
Researcher: Can you tell me about your journey? 
 
Dilan: Yes. I went through Turkey, I had a tourist visa. I stayed with a dis-

tant relative in Istanbul for two weeks. Then from there to a town near the 
Greek border. The crossing, I went by boat. I prefer not to describe this in de-
tail. What I will say is that it was night, there were many people, the water 
was cold, and I was very frightened. I arrived on a Greek island, Samos. They 
took us to a reception center there. 

 
Researcher: How long did you stay in Greece? 
 
Dilan: Three months in Samos. Then they moved me to a camp on the main-

land, near Athens. Another month and a half. During this time I thought a great 
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deal about what I had done and whether it was right. Not in the sense of doubt, 
I did not doubt that I had to leave. But I thought about what I had left: my fam-
ily, my room, my language everywhere around me, the neighborhood I knew. 
In the camp, there were people from many countries, and communication was 
very difficult. I felt for the first time in my life what it means not to be able to 
express yourself in the language around you. That is a special kind of isolation. 

 
Researcher: How did you get from Greece to Italy? 
 
Dilan: There are people who know the routes. You pay, you follow instruc-

tions. For me it was by boat again, from a port near Patras in Greece to the 
heel of Italy, Calabria. The crossing took about twelve hours. I was sick the 
entire time. When we arrived, the police were waiting, the Italian police, not 
hostile but very formal. They took our information. There was a Kurdish 
woman from Erbil who had lived in Germany for many years and spoke Italian 
well, and she translated for me. I was taken to a CAS center in Catanzaro, in 
Calabria. I was there for two months before they transferred me to Rome. 

 
Researcher: What was the Rome transfer like? And what was the CAS center 

in Rome like? 
 
Dilan: The Rome center was in Tor Bella Monaca, I think many Kurdish 

people from this period were sent there. A large building, many people, a long 
bus journey to anywhere useful in the city. I shared a room with three other 
women, two Somali and one Nigerian. We did not share a language but we 
lived together peacefully. The staff were not unkind, but they were overworked 
and there were not many of them. The days were long and empty. You wake 
up, you eat breakfast, you have nowhere to go. The Italian lessons were once a 
week and lasted ninety minutes. That is not enough. 

 
Researcher: What did you do with the time? 
 
Dilan: I studied Italian on my own. I had a phone, basic, but it worked, 

and I used YouTube, an app called Duolingo, and most importantly I spoke 
with people. Anyone who would speak with me. There was a volunteer who 
came to the center twice a week, an Italian woman, perhaps fifty years old, a 
teacher by profession. She spoke no Kurdish and no Arabic, only Italian. I fol-
lowed her everywhere like a shadow. She thought this was funny. By the end 
of two months I could have a basic conversation. When I arrived in Rome I 
was already beginning to be independent in the language. 

 
Researcher: How did things develop after the center? 
 
Dilan: After receiving my subsidiary protection decision in April 2024, I 
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became eligible for the SAI system and was offered a place in a shared apart-
ment, three Kurdish women, in Pigneto. This changed everything. I had a 
room with a door that closed. I had a kitchen. I had the ability to cook my 
own food, which sounds like a small thing but is not, because cooking is con-
nected to home and family and smell and memory in a way that is very deep. 
I felt like a person again rather than a case number. 

 
Researcher: You mentioned wanting to live, to be a person before becoming 

a wife. Do you feel that has happened, in Rome? 
 
Dilan: [long pause, then carefully] Partly. I am living alone, or rather, with 

women friends, without family supervision. I work, I earn my own money, I 
decide how to spend my evenings. These are real freedoms that I did not have 
in Kurdistan, and I do not minimize them. At the same time, I am not living 
the life I imagined when I left. I thought Europe would feel, I do not know 
exactly, more like arriving somewhere than like continuing to struggle. But 
the struggle is just different here. Different difficulties, different constraints. 
The visa uncertainty, the language, the loneliness of being far from my mother. 

 
Researcher: Tell me about the loneliness. 
 
Dilan: The loneliness is the part that was hardest to predict. In Kurdistan 

I was never alone, there was always someone, always family, always neighbors 
who knew you. Here, even when I am with people, there is a kind of funda-
mental aloneness that does not fully go away. It is the feeling of being in a 
place where no one knew you before you were a refugee. Where there is no 
shared history, no collective memory of who you are. In Sulaymaniyah, if I 
walked through Bakhtiary, people would see my face and know my father’s 
face and my grandfather’s face. Here I am, new. Only myself, with no past vis-
ible to anyone around me. 

 
Researcher: How do you cope with that? 
 
Dilan: Some days better than other days. I pray, I was not very observant 

in Kurdistan, honestly, but here I have become more religious, which surprised 
me. I call my mother every other day, long calls, we talk about ordinary things, 
what she cooked, what my brothers are doing. I have two friends here, Kurdish 
women from Erbil who I met through the community, who are genuinely im-
portant to me. And I work, which gives structure and gives me contact with 
people. My Italian has become fluent. Speaking Italian, being understood com-
pletely, makes me feel less invisible. 

 
Researcher: What about your identity, how do you think of yourself now? 
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Dilan: I am Kurdish. But I am also becoming someone that the Kurdish 
woman who arrived in Calabria eighteen months ago would not quite recog-
nize. Not worse, different. I make decisions that woman could not have imag-
ined making. I challenge things that she would have accepted. At the same 
time, there are values, family loyalty, hospitality, certain ways of relating to 
people, that I have held onto more firmly here than I might have at home, be-
cause they are part of what connects me to who I am when everything else has 
changed. I think that is what people mean when they talk about integration, 
not becoming Italian but becoming someone who can live here fully without 
pretending to be something they are not. 

 
Researcher: If you could speak to the young woman in Sulaymaniyah who 

was deciding whether to leave, what would you say to her? 
 
Dilan: [smiles] I would say: it will be harder and longer than you think. I 

would say: learn the language before anything else, before looking for work, 
before trying to make Italian friends, before anything. I would say: do not 
trust the images on your phone. The life in those images is real for some people, 
but it took them years and struggles that they did not post. I would say: find 
one Kurdish person who has been here longer than you and stay close to them 
for the first year. They will save you many mistakes. And I would say: you will 
be lonely, more than you expected. That loneliness is part of the cost. Decide 
if you can pay it. 
 
 
Transcription 3: Yusuf, 35 years old, Kirkuk 
 

Male. Arrived in Italy March 2019. Refugee status granted January 2022. De-
gree in economics (incomplete), University of Kirkuk. Now employed as a construc-
tion worker with a formal contract. Lives alone in a rented studio apartment in 
San Lorenzo. Interview conducted in Arabic, May 2025. Duration: 93 minutes. 

 
Researcher: Yusuf, you have been in Italy longer than almost anyone else I 

have spoken with, more than six years. I want to start by asking what that 
length of time has taught you. 

 
Yusuf: [laughs] What has it taught me. That is a very large question. It has 

taught me patience, not the kind you choose, but the kind that is imposed on 
you until it becomes part of you. It has taught me that things are possible that 
seemed impossible. And it has taught me that being rebuilt is slower than being 
broken. The breaking is fast. The rebuilding takes years and it is never quite 
the same shape as before. 

68

EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 



Researcher: Can you start at the beginning? What was your situation in 
Kirkuk before you left? 

 
Yusuf: Kirkuk is a complicated city, you know this. Kurdish, Arab, Turk-

men, always contested, always the object of political dispute between Erbil 
and Baghdad. I was born there, my family is from there, I identify as Kurdish 
but I grew up in a city that was never entirely ours. After 2017, after the ref-
erendum and the events that followed, the situation in Kirkuk became very 
difficult for Kurdish people in particular. There were incidents, I do not want 
to go into detail, that involved my family directly. We received a visit that 
made it clear we were not welcome to remain as visibly Kurdish as we had 
been. My brother left for the Kurdistan Region. I decided to go further. 

 
Researcher: How did you come to Italy? 
 
Yusuf: Through Turkey, as most people do. The boat crossing to the Greek 

islands. Then the journey through the Balkan route, which in 2019 was still 
possible without the degree of violence it later involved. I arrived in Trieste 
and from Trieste to Rome, where I had a distant contact, not close, a man 
from Kirkuk who had been in Rome for three years. He gave me a floor to 
sleep on for three weeks while I found my way. 

 
Researcher: Tell me about those first years, before you received your status. 
 
Yusuf: The first three years were the most difficult of my life. And I lived 

through difficult things in Kirkuk, I know what difficulty is. But those three 
years had a specific character that is hard to describe to someone who has not 
experienced it. You wake up every day in the same uncertainty. You go to sleep 
in the same uncertainty. You are in a city of three million people and you do 
not officially exist. You cannot rent an apartment. You cannot open a bank ac-
count. You cannot apply for most jobs. Your legal permission to remain is re-
newed every few months with an expiry date on it that makes every plan 
conditional. 

 
Researcher: How did you survive materially during that period? 
 
Yusuf: Construction work, like Sardar. The construction sector in Rome is 

largely informal for undocumented and irregular workers, you show up at cer-
tain meeting points in the morning, a contractor comes, he chooses who he 
needs, you spend the day carrying materials or doing work that requires more 
skill, you are paid in cash at the end of the day. I understood construction, my 
uncle had a business in Kirkuk, I had worked summers, so I was useful and I 
found regular work. But the pay was considerably below what Italian workers 
earned for the same task, and the conditions were sometimes unsafe, and you 
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could not complain about either of these things because complaining meant 
finding yourself removed from the list. 

 
Researcher: Can you describe a specific moment from those years that stayed 

with you? 
 
Yusuf: There was an evening in the second winter. February. I was in a 

shared room with five others, a small room in Tiburtino, we paid an amount 
that was extortionate for what we had but there was no alternative. I had 
worked a full day and I was exhausted and I was eating alone from a container 
I had carried from a market. One of the Italians at the next table, we were in 
a kind of communal area in the building, looked at me and said something to 
his friend. I did not understand all of it but I understood the word ‘clandestino’ 
and the tone. And I thought: I am thirty years old. In Kirkuk I had a family, 
I had a house, I had dignity. I ate at a table. Here I am eating from a container 
and someone is calling me names. [pause] That feeling, that specific collapse 
of dignity, stayed with me for a long time. 

 
Researcher: How did you get through it? 
 
Yusuf: The community. Consistently, always, the community. There is a 

group of Kurdish men, mostly from Sulaymaniyah and Kirkuk, who meet on 
Friday evenings in a cafe near San Lorenzo. When I arrived in Rome, my con-
tact introduced me. Every Friday. For six years I have gone to those Fridays, 
except when I was sick. We eat, someone brings food from home, another 
brings something bought, we argue about politics, we watch football. For one 
evening I am not the invisible foreigner. I am Yusuf from Kirkuk, and these 
people know what that means. They know the city, they know my neighbor-
hood, they know the history. That recognition, of being known, is worth more 
than I can calculate. 

 
Researcher: You received your status in 2022. What changed? 
 
Yusuf: Everything changed and nothing changed. Everything changed in 

the sense that I could now rent an apartment, open a bank account, apply for 
a formal employment contract. I did all of these things within a year of the 
decision. I rented my studio, it is small but it is mine, and I found a formal 
construction contract with a company that builds and renovates apartments. 
I have taxes deducted from my salary. I have a health card. I exist officially. 
Nothing changed in the sense that the city was still Rome, the work was still 
construction, the community was still Friday evenings in a cafe. But the quality 
of those things was transformed because the anxiety was reduced. When you 
are not spending part of every day managing the fear of what might happen 
to your status, you have more of yourself available for living. 
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Researcher: What about your identity, six years in Rome, what has happened 
to your sense of who you are? 

 
Yusuf: I am Kurdish, from Kirkuk, and I am also someone who belongs to 

Rome in a way that is real. I know this city better than I know any other city 
on earth. I know which roads flood in winter and which neighborhoods have 
the best Kurdish bakeries and which construction companies pay on time. This 
city is in me now. At the same time, when I am with other Kurdish people 
here, I am not Italian-Kurdish, I am Kurdish-Kurdish. Both are true. They do 
not cancel each other. My daughter was born here, she is two years old, Italian 
by birth, and I speak to her in Kurdish. She will be Italian and Kurdish, and I 
will make sure she knows what both mean. 

 
Researcher: You have a daughter who was born in Rome. Tell me about that. 
 
Yusuf: Her name is Lina. She was born in November 2023. Her mother, 

we are not married, it is complicated, is from Mosul. Lina is Italian by birth, 
which means she has rights I spent three years without. She will never wait in 
those uncertainty corridors. She will go to Italian school and speak Italian and 
Kurdish and maybe Arabic. For her, both worlds will be available from the be-
ginning rather than one at a time. When I watch her sleep, I think: this is what 
it was for. All of it. 
 
 
Transcription 4: Hozan, 32 years old, Dohuk 
 

Male. Arrived in Italy September 2023. Asylum determination in process at 
time of interview. Worked for eight years as an automotive mechanic in Dohuk 
before migration. CAS reception center, Tor Bella Monaca, eastern Rome. Interview 
conducted in Kurmanji Kurdish, April 2025. Duration: 64 minutes. 

 
Researcher: Thank you, Hozan, for agreeing to speak with me here. Can 

you begin by telling me a little about yourself and why you left Dohuk? 
 
Hozan: I am from Dohuk. I am a mechanic, eight years I worked in a garage 

there, specializing in European cars, BMW and Mercedes mainly. I was good 
at my work. I am not saying this to boast, I am saying it because the contrast 
with what I do here, which amounts to nothing, is important to understand. 
In Dohuk I had a specific identity. I was Hozan the mechanic who everyone 
knew, who fixed your car correctly the first time, who told you honestly what 
needed to be done. That identity is gone here. I am a number on a list. I wait. 

 
Researcher: What made you decide to leave? 
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Hozan: I had a business partner, or I thought I did. We were going to open 
our own garage together, a proper one with a license and equipment. We had 
saved for three years for this. When we went to register the business, we dis-
covered that we needed a certificate from the municipality certifying that we 
had no criminal record and that we were not involved in certain political activ-
ities. This certificate, the official price is nothing, it is a right. But in practice, 
the man in the office required a payment to process it in a reasonable time. We 
paid. Then there were additional requirements, another office, another payment. 
After four months and money we could not afford to lose, we were told that 
the space we had rented for the garage was in a zone that was now subject to a 
different commercial classification and our license category was no longer valid 
there. This classification had been changed while we were applying, which I 
suspect was not coincidental. My partner gave up and took a job driving. I de-
cided I would not spend another year of my life in this system. 

 
Researcher: Tell me about the journey. 
 
Hozan: [very quietly] I will tell you the facts. I paid a smuggler in Dohuk, 

a well-known operation, half the people in my neighborhood know someone 
who has used them. Turkey, Istanbul, then Izmir, then the boat. The boat was 
the worst thing I have experienced in my life. [pause] I will leave it at that. I 
arrived in Italy, Calabria, in very poor condition. Cold, sick, frightened. I was 
taken to a reception center. After a few weeks I was transferred to this center 
in Tor Bella Monaca. 

 
Researcher: What is daily life like here? 
 
Hozan: [long pause] You want me to describe it honestly? A day here: I 

wake at six-thirty because the building is loud. Breakfast in a communal room, 
bread, jam, one coffee. Then the day opens in front of me, and it is, empty. 
Entirely empty. I have nowhere to go. The language course is on Tuesdays and 
Thursdays, ninety minutes each time. I have attended every single session since 
I arrived. In those sessions I have learned perhaps one hundred and fifty Italian 
words. The teacher is a volunteer, she is kind, but ninety minutes twice a week 
is not enough to learn a language. After the course, I return to the center. I 
read, I downloaded books on my phone before I left Dohuk, I still have Kur-
dish novels I am reading for the second time. I exercise in my room when there 
is space. I go to sleep. 

 
Researcher: And your asylum case? 
 
Hozan: I registered in September 2023, the questura gave me the appoint-

ment after six weeks. My audizione, my hearing, is scheduled for October 
2025. Two years after registration. I understand this is normal, or at least com-
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mon. I do not understand how it can be normal. Two years of a person’s life, 
suspended. 

 
Researcher: How are you psychologically? I want to ask directly. 
 
Hozan: I am honest with you: not well. I am not in crisis, I am not in the 

situations that require intervention. But I am not well. I think about my worth 
as a person. In Dohuk I was useful. Every day I used my hands and my knowl-
edge to fix things that were broken. People brought me their problems and I 
solved them. Here I cannot contribute anything. My knowledge is completely 
irrelevant in this building and this situation. A mechanic who cannot touch a 
car, cannot earn, cannot apply his skill, what is he? I am thirty-two years old 
and I feel like I am disappearing. That is the honest answer. 

 
Researcher: Is there anything that helps? 
 
Hozan: There are two other Kurdish men in this building, Soran from Su-

laymaniyah, Latif from Erbil. We are not from the same region but here we 
are brothers. We eat together when we can, we speak Kurdish, we share news 
from home. That is something. To hear Kurdish spoken in this building is, 
like water when you are thirsty. I also pray. I was not particularly devout in 
Dohuk but here I pray five times a day. It gives structure. It gives the feeling 
that I am connected to something beyond this room and this waiting. 

 
Researcher: What do you want for the future? 
 
Hozan: [simply] I want to work. I want to use my hands. I do not need 

luxury. I do not need to be rich. I need to wake up in the morning and have 
somewhere to go, a skill to apply, money that I earned by my own labor. Every-
thing else follows from that. If I can work, I can rent a proper room. If I can 
rent a proper room, I can think about the future. Right now I cannot think 
about the future because I cannot think past October, the hearing. After Oc-
tober maybe things will be different. That is what I hold onto. 
 
 
6.5 Thematic Analysis 
 

6.5.1 Overview of the Analytical Process 
 
The thematic analysis followed a six-phase process described by Braun and 

Clarke (2022) as familiarization, initial coding, theme searching, theme re-
viewing, theme defining, and writing up. The corpus consisted of twenty-three 
interview transcripts, approximately 280,000 words of transcribed dialogue, 
alongside detailed observational notes from two focus group sessions. Initial 
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coding generated 847 distinct codes, later organized into 34 candidate themes, 
which were reviewed, consolidated, and refined through multiple rounds of 
analysis until the final map of five overarching themes was established. 

The five themes are not rigid, since life experiences do not fit neatly into 
one category, and the same passage of transcript often flexibly pours into more 
than one theme at once. Think of them not as categorization but more as an-
alytical lenses; five ways of bringing different perspectives of a complex expe-
rience into focus. Each theme is described, illustrated with extracts from the 
data, and discussed in relation to the relevant theoretical frameworks. 
 

Theme 1: The Slow Erosion, Conditions of Departure and the Psychology of 
Leaving 

Every individual described this in some way: the decision to leave is never 
a singular moment, but an endpoint of a long deterioration where a slow nar-
rowing of possible futures occurs until leaving becomes not just possible, even 
necessary for many. What makes this theme analytically interesting is how con-
sistent it is across participants with very different biographies. The structural 
conditions vary. The psychological experience of closure does not. 

Sardar’s account is among the most detailed in the dataset. The two years 
of applications and rejections before he left were not primarily an experience 
of poverty, his family had resources. They were an experience of discovering 
that the criteria determining advancement in Kurdish society had nothing to 
do with the criteria by which he had organized his life. He had invested in the 
wrong currency. Dilan’s account adds something Sardar’s does not: the gender 
dimension of departure. For her, the desire for autonomy, constrained by social 
expectations around marriage, was a distinct and powerful force, not reducible 
to economic calculation. 

A common pattern throughout the data is what could be called the nor-
malization of departure through communities. As each peer, neighbor, or class-
mate leaves, migration becomes more thinkable for those who remain, and 
staying begins to require an increasingly active justification. As several inter-
viewees described, each farewell gathering is a data point in a cumulative social 
calculation: if this person went, and that one, and three others from the same 
neighborhood, then remaining starts to need an explanation that the home 
environment may no longer be able to provide. 

This theme has direct implications for the theoretical framework, since 
Push-pull theory describes the conditions that builds the motivation to move 
but fails to highlight the psychological processes which turns the motivation 
into a decision. The new economics of migration framework captures the 
household dimension of departure decisions but tends to reduce the migrant 
to a strategic actor in a household calculation, losing the individual psycho-
logical experience of what it actually means to leave. This theme points toward 
an account that holds the structural, the relational, and the psychological to-
gether without collapsing any of them into the others. 

74

EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 



Theme 2: The Wound of the Journey, Trauma, Dehumanization, and Embodied 
Experience 

Every person interviewed made the journey by abnormal ways, where every 
journey involved danger, hardship, and repeated exposure to conditions that 
strip away an ordinary humans dignity. The crossing does not end when you 
arrive. It stays with you. 

Sardar’s account of the sea crossing from Turkey to Greece, the overcrowded 
rubber boat, the water beginning to enter, the young Iraqi woman with a baby 
screaming, the thought that he might die without his mother knowing where, 
is one of the most detailed in the dataset. But it was not exceptional. Seven 
other interviewees described moments of similar extremity during their cross-
ings, and even those who did not face the acute danger of capsizing described 
the chronic stress of the journey, the cold, the darkness, the physical proximity 
to strangers, the absolute dependence on the smuggler’s decisions, as something 
that left a mark. Dilan’s account is deliberately sparse on the details of her 
crossing: ‘I prefer not to describe this in detail.’ That brevity is not the absence 
of content. It is the management of content that remains, at the time of inter-
view, too charged to narrate in full. 

What grabs attention about the journey is not mainly the specific dangers, 
which are well documented elsewhere, but the frequent experience of dehu-
manization that the journey involves. Participants consistently described a 
process in which ordinary social identity, their roles, relationships, and standing 
within a social world, was temporarily suspended, replaced by an experience 
of being managed, counted, processed, and stored as a body rather than ac-
knowledged as a person. The camp experience in Greece produced this effect 
with particular intensity: the registration number, the communal sleeping 
arrangements, the queue for food, the prohibition on movement. Dilan’s for-
mulation, ’In Kurdistan I was a person... In the camp I was a number on a 
bracelet’, was echoed in different words by six other interviewees. 

The continuing presence of the journey after arrival takes different forms. 
For some it shows up as hypervigilance, a persistent state of heightened alertness 
that was adaptive during the crossing but continues to activate in situations 
where it is no longer needed (Herman, 1992). For others it is present mainly 
in what they choose not to discuss, the areas of reticence that mark the tran-
scripts and that, in the focus group data, were actively managed by other par-
ticipants who changed the subject when journey accounts began to go too deep. 
That protective behavior, the collective regulation of traumatic material, is itself 
an important finding. The community develops norms around what can and 
cannot be narrated in shared space, and those norms do real psychological work. 

 
Theme 3: Legal Uncertainty and Temporal Disorientation 
Lack of legal education is the theme that appears most frequently and con-

nects most directly to psychological well-being across the entire dataset. Wait-
ing for asylum decisions, for permits, for work authorization, this is not simply 
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waiting. It is a specific form of temporal suspension that makes ordinary adult 
functioning, and particularly the ability to orient oneself toward the future, 
systematically difficult. 

Hozan’s account gives one of the most direct expressions of this. Two years 
between registration and hearing, described not with anger but with a kThe 
focus group data reveal a dimension of this theme that the individual inter-
views did not fully capture: legal uncertainty creates social stratification within 
the Kurdish community itself. ind of bewildered matter-of-factness: ‘I under-
stand this is normal, or at least common. I do not understand how it can be 
normal.’ That sentence captures something important, the way in which struc-
tural dysfunction becomes internalized as a condition of life rather than rec-
ognized as an institutional failure. Sardar’s description of the period after his 
positive decision adds a dimension that existing literature does not fully ad-
dress: ‘I had been in waiting mode for so long, organized around the uncer-
tainty, adapted to it, that receiving the decision was not simply a transition to 
normal life.’ The positive decision itself can be disorienting. The adaptive 
modes that sustained the person during uncertainty are no longer appropriate, 
and the capacity for forward planning, atrophied by years of enforced presen-
tism, takes time to recover. 

The focus group data reveal a dimension of this theme that the individual 
interviews did not fully reveal which is that legal uncertainty creates social 
stratification within the Kurdish community in and of itself. Participants who 
had received positive decisions described a tendency to distance themselves 
from those still in process, not from indifference, but from a form of protective 
anxiety. The fear that visible association with undocumented individuals might 
jeopardize their own precarious security produces a social sorting that causes 
real pain for those on the less secure side of it. This is not an individual choice. 
It is a direct consequence of a legal regime that makes security scarce and makes 
association across legal statuses risky. 

The connection to Silove, Ventevogel and Rees’s ADAPT framework is di-
rect, specifically to the safety, roles, and identity pillars. Legal uncertainty un-
dermines the sense of safety that is a prerequisite for higher-order psychological 
functioning, and it disrupts the role-based identity, as worker, provider, stu-
dent, community member, that gives adult life meaning and structure. Hozan’s 
words, ’I am thirty-two years old and I feel like I am disappearing’, describe 
exactly what the ADAPT framework predicts: the erosion of role-based identity 
under conditions of sustained functional exclusion. 

 
Theme 4: Identity Under Pressure, Kurdish Identity, Host Society, and the Work 

of Belonging 
How do you know who you are when the world that shaped you is no 

longer there? When you are required, for the first time, to explain things that 
were previously unremarked background? These are not abstract questions for 
the people in this study. They are daily practical ones. 
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Kurdish identity intensifying as diaspora was one of the most consistent 
findings across the data. Narin’s formulation captures it well: ‘In Erbil, I was 
just a person. I was Kurdish but I did not think about it every day. Here I am 
Kurdish every day because I have to explain what that is.’ Having to explain, 
defend, and assert a cultural identity that was previously taken for granted gen-
erates a reflexive awareness of what that identity actually contains, its history, 
its meaning, its boundaries. Several interviewees described this awareness as a 
deepening of commitment: having had to think seriously about what being 
Kurdish means, they feel they know it more clearly than they did before. 

Against this intensification, the data document a genuine and often posi-
tively experienced engagement with Italian culture, particularly through lan-
guage. Learning Italian is consistently described not just as a practical necessity 
but as something more, an experience that opens access not only to employ-
ment and services but to ordinary human connection, to humor and warmth, 
in ways that matter beyond their practical dimensions. Dilan’s account of de-
liberately pursuing Italian language contact while in the CAS center, following 
the volunteer teacher, treating every interaction as an opportunity, illustrates 
what Berry’s framework would recognize as the integration strategy in practice: 
active engagement with the host culture without abandonment of the heritage. 

Stigma and discrimination constitute a significant source of identity pres-
sure. The experience of being perceived as a migrant, a refugee, or an Arab, a 
category applied to Kurdish people by many Italians unfamiliar with the dis-
tinction, was documented across the data in forms ranging from explicit slurs 
to subtler signals: the attentive looks Solin described in Parioli, the micro-in-
teractions that mark one’s presence as notable or unwelcome. The coping 
strategies developed in response, the careful attention to dress and comport-
ment described by several interviewees, the self-presentation management that 
one called ‘making yourself small’, are psychologically costly in ways that are 
not always visible from the outside but that accumulate into a real burden over 
time. 

 
Theme 5: Resilience and Its Conditions, Resources, Strategies, and Collective 

Survival 
The fifth theme revolves around what people make happen, despite a world 

designed not to support them. Resilience, in this dataset, is not a personality 
trait. It is not something some people have and others lack. It is a capacity 
whose emergence depends on specific conditions: community, language access, 
legal stability, cultural continuity. When those conditions exist, people build 
something. When they do not, people struggle, and that struggle is a response 
to a system, not a failure of character. 

The Kurdish community in Rome shows itself throughout the dataset as 
the primary resilience resource, not through formal institutional support but 
through what might be called distributed social infrastructure: the Friday 
evening gatherings Yusuf describes, the WhatsApp groups, the shared Newroz 
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celebrations, the informal networks through which knowledge of the asylum 
system, legal assistance, and employment opportunities circulates. These prac-
tices produce the bonding social capital that formal services cannot replicate: 
the restoration of ordinary social identity, the maintenance of cultural conti-
nuity, the experience of being known rather than processed. The community’s 
limitations are equally visible, its modest bridging social capital, its internal 
stratification by legal status, the limited institutional recognition it receives, 
and these provide the basis for specific policy recommendations. 

Language acquisition is consistently identified as a second major resilience 
resource, not simply because it provides practical access to employment and 
services but because of its psychological significance. The moment at which a 
participant can navigate Italian bureaucracy independently, read a notice on a 
wall, or hold a real conversation with an Italian neighbor represents a qualita-
tive shift in their sense of agency and competence. Italian is experienced not 
as an external requirement, something demanded for admission to Italian so-
ciety, but as an internal acquisition, a capability that belongs to the person and 
transforms their relationship to the environment around them. 

Faith practice and cultural expression, prayer, the marking of Ramadan, 
the Newroz celebration, Kurdish music and food, are described by multiple 
interviewees as sources of continuity, meaning, and identity stabilization that 
hold up against the disruptions of legal uncertainty and institutional exclusion. 
Several noted, with some reflection, that they had become more observant in 
Rome than they were in Kurdistan, a pattern consistent with Branam and col-
leagues’ (2023) finding that religious practice functions as a protective factor 
for Kurdish refugees and that diaspora conditions often intensify rather than 
erode religious commitment. 

The literature on self-compassion, particularly Rashidian and colleagues’ 
(2025) finding that the capacity to treat oneself with kindness in the face of fail-
ure and suffering predicts reduced depression among Kurdish refugees, appeared 
in the data in forms that interviewees did not themselves name as self-compassion 
but that correspond closely to it. Yusuf ’s observation that ‘being rebuilt is slower 
than being broken’ and Dilan’s ‘I am learning to hold both without letting either 
one decide for me how I feel about myself ’ are examples of what psychologists 
would recognize as self-compassionate self-talk: acceptance of one’s situation 
without excessive self-blame, combined with a kind of steadiness in the face of 
ongoing difficulty. That these capacities appear more often in interviewees who 
have been in Rome longer and whose legal situation is more stable suggests that 
self-compassion may be, at least in part, something that develops through sus-
tained navigation of adversity rather than simply a fixed personality trait. 
 
 
6.6 Discussion of Empirical Findings 
 

The five themes together reveal a picture of Kurdish refugee experience in 
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Rome that confirms and extends the literature we know in several important 
ways. 

Three discussion points summarize the analytical contribution of the 
findings. 

 
First: post-migration stressors are central. 
The data heavily confirms what Silove and colleagues’ argued, which is that 

psychological distress among refugees in the host countries is largely produced 
by post-migration social and institutional conditions rather than being simply 
a continuation of pre-migration trauma. Across the dataset, accounts of psy-
chological difficulty are organized primarily around legal uncertainty, inade-
quate housing, unemployment, and social isolation, conditions that are not 
inevitable features of migration but products of specific policy choices. The 
implication is direct: interventions designed to address pre-migration trauma 
alone will be of limited use if the conditions generating ongoing post-migration 
stress are not simultaneously addressed. 

 
Second: the community as a structural resource. 
Social capital theory, as applied in Chapter Four, suggested a significant 

bonding social capital resource that the Kurdish community in Rome consti-
tutes . this is confirmed by the field data and add detail: the community’s func-
tion is not only institutional but rather distributed throughout informal 
networks; gathering on fridays, WhatsApp exchanges, collectively celebrating 
cultural events, those alone deliver what formal services cannot: social recog-
nition, cultural continuity, and replacing being processed by being recognized. 
The community’s limitations are equally visible and provide the basis for spe-
cific policy recommendations. 

 
Third: integration as a structural outcome, not only an individual choice 
Berry’s framework identifies integration, the simultaneous maintenance of 

heritage culture and engagement with the host society, as the strategy associated 
with the best psychological outcomes. The data from Rome confirm this but 
add a crucial qualification: integration depends on structural enabling condi-
tions, legal stability, language access, housing in integrated neighborhoods, 
freedom from discrimination, that are in Italy unevenly distributed and often 
absent. The CAS system, as currently designed, actively prevents integration 
by combining peripheral location, inadequate language instruction, enforced 
idleness, and social isolation in a configuration that makes integration practi-
cally unavailable even for those most strongly motivated to pursue it. This is 
not a natural feature of refugee experience. It is an institutional product, and 
it can be changed. 
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Chapter Seven 
What Migration Does, Impacts on Individuals,  

Families, and Communities 
 
 
 
 

Don’t mistake migration for a single event. It is the process of years that 
produces different effects at different stages, effects that are not only negative 
or positive but both, often simultaneously. For those who migrate, there are 
real losses and real gains, genuine transformation alongside genuine disruption, 
and an ongoing relationship to two cultural worlds that never resolves cleanly 
in either direction. For the families left behind, the picture is equally mixed: 
remittances help when they come, but their absence, when legal or labor-mar-
ket conditions prevent the migrant from earning, creates its own financial and 
relational strain. The departure of educated and skilled people represents a real 
loss for the sending society. And the gradual normalization of emigration as a 
life path can produce a cultural shift in which staying begins to feel like a 
failure of ambition. Migration needs to be understood in this full complexity, 
not as a simple or unidirectional process. 
 
 
7.1 Psychological and Identity Impacts on the Migrant 
 

Migration commonly produces a time during which the unrecognized as-
sumptions about ones identity, where one belongs, and what one is worth are 
suddenly shaken and must be searched for somewhere new; for Kurdish 
refugees in Rome, this process is complex, the loss of the society within which 
identity was developed and maintained, the family, the neighborhood, the pro-
fessional role, and the community of people who knew you  is real and often 
deeply felt. 

Kamaran, the architect working as a construction laborer, described this 
with particular clarity. His identity as an architect had been defined not just 
by technical knowledge but by the social recognition that knowledge received, 
by clients who sought his opinion, colleagues who respected his judgments, 
the physical buildings in Erbil that he could point to as evidence of what he 
had contributed. In Rome, that recognition is unavailable. His knowledge is 
invisible. And the identity it sustained has been substantially dissolved. 

Then again, migration also produces genuine character development, the 
kind that stems from being forced to manage one’s own affairs independently, 
to navigate bureaucratic and linguistic environments that are initially com-
pletely opaque, to solve problems that no one in one’s family has faced before. 
Several interviewees described discovering capacities in themselves that they 
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had not known they had: languages acquired, systems decoded, relationships 
built across cultural distances. Solin’s description of the daily journey between 
Torpignattara and Parioli, between her own neighborhood and her Italian em-
ployer’s world, as a traversal of two social worlds that both now belong to her 
captures something important: migration has extended her psychological range 
rather than simply narrowing it. 
 
 
7.2 Effects on Families Left Behind 
 

The impact on families left behind in Kurdistan is complex but true. Where 
remittances flow, they provide genuine financial support, helping families meet 
daily needs, fund education, or invest in small property or business. For the 
many interviewees in this study whose legal situation prevented or severely 
limited employment, however, the expected remittance flow had not materi-
alized or had been far smaller than anticipated. The emotional consequences 
of that failure, the inability to fulfill the provider role, to justify the family’s 
investment in sending them, were significant and recurring. 

Several of the interviewed individuals talked about fabricating their life in 
Rome for their families in a way that was considerably more positive than the 
reality, hiding their real conditions to avoid making their family anxious and 
to protect the family’s narrative investment in their departure. That mainte-
nance of a false front carries its own psychological cost, and it means that fam-
ilies in Kurdistan are often making decisions based on information that does 
not accurately reflect what migration actually involves. 

The absence of male household members, the majority of interviewees, pro-
duces structural changes in domestic organization that parallel what Nasrullah 
(2005) documented: women taking on decision-making and provider respon-
sibilities that were not previously theirs, without the social support that would 
make that transition manageable. Children grow up without fathers present. 
Elderly parents manage alone or with reduced support. These consequences 
unfold quietly and without institutional recognition, representing costs that 
never appear in economic analyses focused exclusively on remittance flows. 
 
 
7.3 Societal and Developmental Impacts on Kurdistan 
 

Looking at the Kurdish society more broadly, the summed effects of large-
scale emigration of educated young people represents a challenge that conven-
tional policy instruments struggle to understand. The selective character of 
emigration makes this particularly serious: because it is driven by the structural 
failure to reward qualifications and effort, it tends to extract precisely the peo-
ple whose skills would be most valuable for development. A society that trains 
engineers, doctors, and teachers at public expense and then through its failure 
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to provide conditions in which those qualifications can be productively used 
exports that human capital to other economies is effectively subsidizing those 
destination economies. That subsidy compounds over time and is very difficult 
to reverse. 
 
 
7.4 Positive Dimensions: Remittances, Skills Transfer, and Transnational Con-
nection 
 

Migration’s impacts are not exclusively negative, and honesty requires at-
tending to the genuine benefits alongside the costs. For families receiving re-
mittances, even the partial and irregular flows possible under the constraints 
of the Italian reception system, the financial relief is real and significant. Be-
yond remittances, emigration can generate positive effects through the eventual 
return of people with skills, languages, and experience acquired abroad; 
through the transnational networks of information and connection that dias-
pora communities maintain with their home societies; and through the cultural 
changes, around gender roles, civic expectations, and institutional norms, that 
returned migrants can bring back with them. 

These benefits are real but contingent. They depend on eventual return or 
on maintained connection to the home society, which requires that the mi-
gration experience not be so damaging, so long, or so disorienting that it severs 
the affective ties to home permanently. Whether those ties hold depends con-
siderably on what happens in Rome. 
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Chapter Eight 
The Reality of Rome, Institutional Conditions  

and Structural Challenges 
 
 
 
 

The institutional conditions in which Kurdish refugees in Rome drop into 
is not a neutral backdrop to their experiences, if anything it actively shapes 
them. The specific features of the Italian reception system, how it houses peo-
ple, how long it takes to process claims, what it allows and prohibits, determine 
what is possible and what is not, what resources exist and what barriers stand 
in the way, and in many cases what kind of psychological life is sustainable. 
This chapter describes how that system operates in practice, drawing on par-
ticipant accounts, academic literature, and official documentation. 
 
 
8.1 The Asylum Process: Timelines, Procedures, and Their Effects 
 

Italy stands out as the slowest country in European union in terms of asy-
lum determination process. Under the EU Procedures Directive, applications 
should be decided within six months, but in Italy it takes two to three years. 
For asylum seekers, this is not an administrative inconvenience. It is a life con-
dition. It determines whether they can work legally, rent an apartment in their 
own name, access certain health services, or make any of the practical com-
mitments that building a stable life requires. 

The sixty-day period, during which employment is legally prohibited before 
work authorization can even be requested, adds to the problem by making 
sure that the period of maximum need is also the period of minimum access 
to the labor market. People arrive with nothing and are then legally prevented 
from earning anything for at least two months. 

Interviewees also state that several aspects of the hearing process itself added 
to the stress, The audizione, the formal interview with the territorial commis-
sion, requires asylum seekers to narrate the circumstances that drove their de-
parture in enough detail to establish the credibility and specificity of their 
protection claim. This happens in a formal institutional setting, often through 
an interpreter who may not share the participant’s dialect or cultural back-
ground. Multiple interviewees described the anxiety of this: having to produce 
a coherent and convincing account of one’s own suffering and danger, knowing 
that the legal outcome depends on how credible the commission finds you, is 
a specific and additional form of pressure that the process imposes rather than 
relieves. 
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8.2 Housing Conditions: The CAS System and Its Consequences 
 

‘‘Housing quality is not incidental to psychological well-being. The empir-
ical literature consistently documents that where people sleep, how much pri-
vacy they have, and how far they are from the city they need to integrate into 
are direct determinants of mental health outcomes and integration capacity’’ 
(Caroppo et al., 2023; ActionAid, 2024). The interview data confirm this in 
detail. 

The CAS facilities in the Lazio region vary in quality, but the accounts from 
interviewees housed in them, Hozan in Tor Bella Monaca, Baran in Ponte 
Mammolo, Aland in Guidonia, Shaho in Fiano Romano, describe a consistent 
set of conditions: significant overcrowding, very limited privacy, inadequate 
programming to fill the days, and peripheral locations that effectively cut res-
idents off from the urban environment in which integration will eventually 
need to happen. 

The location of many CAS facilities being so peripheral is not an accident, 
it reflects the property market and political choices that prioritize cost mini-
mization over integration effectiveness. A bed in a facility on the eastern pe-
riphery of Rome costs the Italian state considerably less than a bed in a central 
location. The long-term costs, in mental health services, in delayed labor mar-
ket entry, in integration failure, are borne by different budget lines and differ-
ent institutions, and are therefore less visible to the people who set the 
accommodation contracts. This fragmentation of costs and consequences is a 
structural feature of the system, and it produces predictable and foreseeable 
harm. 
 
 
8.3 Language, Employment, and the Integration Paradox 
 
There is a relationship between language, employment, and integration in the 
Italian context that contains a set of paradoxes that would be almost absurd if 
their consequences were not serious. Italian language acquisition is, as the field 
data consistently show, the single most important determinant of both practical 
integration capacity and psychological well-being. Yet access to quality lan-
guage instruction is most limited for those who need it most: asylum seekers 
in CAS centers, at the earliest and most vulnerable stage of their reception ex-
perience, typically receive ninety minutes of instruction per week from volun-
teer teachers. Those in the SAI system, who are already further along in the 
process and have in many cases already begun informal language acquisition, 
receive structured and systematic instruction. The result is an inverted rela-
tionship between need and provision that widens rather than closes the gap. 
Employment presents the same paradox. Formal work is the most reliable route 
to economic independence, social integration, and the kind of psychological 
well-being the Italian system nominally seeks to produce. Yet the sixty-day 
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prohibition on work authorization, combined with subsequent barriers, cre-
dential recognition processes that can take years, labor market access limita-
tions for those without Italian language proficiency, employer discrimination 
against holders of asylum documentation, creates systematic obstacles to pre-
cisely the outcome the system is supposed to achieve. Kamaran’s situation, a 
qualified architect spending three years carrying bricks on construction sites 
because no institution will process his qualifications in a reasonable timeframe, 
is an extreme but not atypical case. 
 
 
8.4 Social Exclusion and Experiences of Discrimination 
 

There are documented cases of social exclusion and discrimination across 
the data in forms ranging from the explicit racialized insults in public spaces, 
employers refusing to hire holders of asylum documentation, to the subtle: the 
attentive looks in certain neighborhoods, the social distance maintained by 
Italian acquaintances who remained acquaintances rather than becoming 
friends. The political climate around migration in Italy, which has intensified 
considerably since 2018 and was at a heightened pitch during the fieldwork 
period in 2025, creates a broader context in which these individual experiences 
sit. Refugees are aware that their presence is understood by a significant portion 
of the host population as a problem to be managed rather than a situation that 
calls for solidarity. 

The psychological effects of sustained exposure to discrimination and social 
exclusion are well documented in the mental health literature (Bhugra and 
Becker, 2005; Kirmayer et al., 2011) and were visible in the interview data: 
reduced civic trust, social withdrawal, and the systematic self-presentation 
management that several interviewees described, the daily effort of presenting 
oneself in ways designed to minimize the risk of discriminatory treatment. 
That effort is real and it has real costs. It consumes psychological energy that 
is then not available for the higher-order work of integration and development 
that the receiving system nominally exists to support. 
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Chapter Nine 
How People Cope, Adaptation, Resilience, and the Future 

 
 
 
 

The focus was mainly on difficulty in the previous chapters analysis, focus-
ing on what goes wrong, what is inadequate, and what the conditions of re-
ception in Rome make impossible. This chapter focuses on what works with 
equal seriousness: to the capacities, strategies, and resources that Kurdish 
refugees in Rome draw on to maintain psychological functioning, sustain iden-
tity, and build lives despite the conditions they navigate. Resilience is not the 
absence of difficulty. It is the capacity to function under difficulty, to maintain 
purpose and connection in the face of disruption, and sometimes to grow in 
ways that the difficulty itself makes possible. The accounts collected here doc-
ument remarkable resilience alongside real suffering, and both deserve serious 
attention. 
 
 
9.1 The Integration Strategy: Conditions and Outcomes 
 

According to Berry’s model, integration, the simultaneous maintenance of 
heritage culture and genuine engagement with the host society produces the 
best psychological results. The data from Rome substantially support this. 
Among interviewees who had been in Rome for three or more years, were 
legally secure, and had developed functional Italian language proficiency, the 
pattern Berry describes was consistently visible: strong Kurdish identity main-
tained through community participation and cultural practice, combined with 
Italian language fluency, Italian social relationships, and economic participa-
tion in the mainstream labor market. Sardar, Solin, and Yusuf all exemplify 
this pattern, and all describe a psychological condition that, not without diffi-
culty or loss, is stable, purposive, and forward-looking. That contrasts sharply 
with the temporal disorientation and psychological erosion described by those 
still in the determination process. 

The integration strategy not being equally available to everyone is the crucial 
qualification. It requires specific enabling conditions like legal stability, language 
access, housing in integrated neighborhoods, social networks that bridge the 
ethnic community and the host society whose presence or absence is substan-
tially determined by the structure of the reception system rather than by indi-
vidual motivation. Hozan’s situation in Tor Bella Monaca, legally suspended, 
linguistically isolated, residentially segregated, is not the result of a failure of 
will on his part. The interview makes clear that his motivation to integrate is 
strong. His situation is the result of a structural configuration that prevents the 
integration strategy from being available to him regardless of what he wants. 
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9.2 The Community as a Resilience Infrastructure 
 

It would be wrong to think that the Kurdish community in Rome is a single 
organization, rather it is a distributed network of practices, relationships, and 
shared cultural life which functions as a resilience infrastructure. The Friday 
evening gatherings that Yusuf describes, present in his life every week for six 
years, are a good example of how this works. Informal, voluntary, culturally 
specific, and providing something no formal service can replicate: the experi-
ence of being fully known within a shared world of cultural reference and col-
lective memory. Research on ethnic communities and refugee resilience 
(Zibaei, 2024; Branam et al., 2023) consistently confirms the protective func-
tion of ethnic community ties, and the data here add detail by documenting 
the specific practices through which community functions as a resource. 

The community’s limitations are equally important to acknowledge. Its 
bonding social capital, dense, internally trusting ties, is substantial, but its 
bridging social capital is more limited: the cross-ethnic connections that pro-
vide access to Italian labor markets, institutional knowledge, and the social ac-
ceptance that comes from relationships with Italians who have chosen to 
engage across cultural distance. The development of bridging capital was as-
sociated in the data with length of residence, language proficiency, and specifi-
cally with living in ethnically diverse neighborhoods, Pigneto, Torpignattara, 
rather than in peripheral CAS facilities. This residential geography of social 
capital accumulation has direct and actionable implications for reception hous-
ing policy. 
 
 
9.3 Language as Empowerment 
 

It is worth mentioning that the Italian language acquisition plays a role in 
psychological resilience. Across the data, language proficiency is consistently 
associated not only with practical benefits, access to employment, services, and 
information, but with a qualitative shift in subjective experience that intervie-
wees describe in terms of agency, presence, and self-efficacy. The language is 
experienced not as an external requirement imposed by the host society but as 
something that belongs to the person, a capability that changes their relation-
ship to their environment from one of managed exclusion to one of active par-
ticipation. 

Dilan’s account of her approach to language learning in the CAS center in 
Calabria, following the volunteer teacher, reading every public text available, 
treating every conversation as an opportunity, illustrates the way in which lan-
guage acquisition can function as an active strategy of psychological resistance 
to the passivizing effects of the reception system. She was not waiting to be 
taught. She was taking the language. 

The policy is direct in implying the inadequate provision of Italian language 
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