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The Dual Face of Subalternity: Community Unionism in Stockholm and Toronto 

Carl-Ulrik Schierup 

Linköping University, REMESO 

The Dual Face of Subalternity:
Community Unionism in Stockholm and Toronto
Carl-Ulrik Schierup, Linköping University, REMESO (carl-ulrik.schierup@liu.se)
Aleksandra Ålund, Linköping University, REMESO  (aleksandra.alund@liu.se)

Abstract: Paper for the Nordic Migration Research Conference, Södertörn University. August 2026. Panel no. 5: The

Neighbourhood as a Political Battlefield                      

 

Across the global North, migrant precarity has become a defining feature of contemporary migration regimes. Drawing on
Antonio Gramsci’s concept of subalternity, this paper reconceptualises precarity and segregation in Swedish and Canadian
urban contexts in terms of departheid and processes of subalternisation. Focusing on emergent formations of community
unionism in Stockholm and Toronto, it argues that subaltern recomposition and resistance are taking shape within regimes
that produce fragmentation and provisional incorporation, while also enabling modest yet significant forms of a Gramscian
“war of position.” Grounded in Cedric J. Robinson’s theory of racial capitalism, departheid is conceptualised as a regime of
stratified labour incorporation organised through temporality, deportability, and spatial detachment. Migrants and racialised
others are positioned within segmented labour markets and segregated urban spaces, while subalternisation operates not only
through legal differentiation and deportability but through a broader restructuring of labour markets, urban space, and
differentiated citizenship. The paper traces how migrants, refugees, racialised workers, and formally included citizens of
migrant background are increasingly displaced from regulated employment, secure housing, welfare infrastructures, and
equitable forms of social membership. These dynamics fragment populations through intersecting processes of legal
stratification, labour-market segmentation, and spatial disarticulation. Yet subalternity is inherently double-edged: while
regimes of departheid disperse and discipline, they also generate conditions for collective agency. Foregrounding a Sweden–
Canada comparison, the paper shows how community unionism in Stockholm and Toronto operates as a hybrid
organisational form, synthesising struggles over labour, housing, and everyday livelihood precarity through locally embedded
platforms. In doing so, it illuminates how divergent national configurations generate distinct yet comparable trajectories of
subaltern recomposition within fragmented urban orders



Encapsulative bordering: Conceptualizing the spatial aspect of internal bordering 

Rebecka Söderberg 

Institute of Architecture, Urbanism and Landscape, Royal Danish Academy 

Borders are multiplying, becoming increasingly more fixed and simultaneously more fluid. Bordering is a processual, active
social practice which takes place at multiple sites. Within critical border and migration studies, the externalization and
internalization of borders have been highlighted, showing how migrants encounter borders long before crossing them and
how borders follow people around even after settling in a new country, excluding people from welfare, rights, and belonging.
However, the spatiality of internal bordering needs further exploration.

Recent studies have highlighted how urban and migration policies are intertwined, targeting multi-ethnic neighbourhoods with
policies leading to housing displacement. The aim of this article is to explore the racial dimensions of housing displacement
and spatial dimensions of internal bordering, thus linking perspectives from critical border studies and urban studies. I
conceptualize the spatial aspect of internal bordering as ‘encapsulative bordering’.

This concept is developed based on empirical material generated through ethnographic fieldwork in a Danish neighbourhood
undergoing extensive transformation and partial sale due to the so-called ghetto policies, and through interviews with residents
who have experienced forced relocation from ghetto-designated neighbourhoods. With the concept encapsulative bordering, I
aim to highlight a specific form of bordering; one through which certain neighbourhoods within nation-states are
‘encapsulated’ and depicted as being outside of the national territory. The article shows how ghetto policies function as
encapsulative bordering practices through which racialised and low-income groups are excluded from democracy, rights, and
communities at both a local and national scale. Thus, the concept underscores how internal (racialized) bordering which
follows migrants around is accompanied by spatialized internal bordering, encapsulating neighbourhoods as non-belonging to
the nation, thus creating spaces where special laws apply and people do not have the same rights as in the rest of Danish
society.

The article contributes to the literature by linking perspectives from critical border studies and urban studies, and by
conceptualizing a distinct type of internal bordering; one which appears to be expanding as a technique of governing the
mobility of raced and classed surplus populations within the Nordic countries.



From a logistical problem of Settlement to a technology of Post-Entry Control  

Nicolina  Ewards Öberg 

Linköping university 

This paper examines how migrant dispersal policy in Sweden has been progressively transformed from an instrument of
settlement into a technology of post‑entry migration control. Drawing on a qualitative analysis of parliamentary motions on
migrant settlement submitted between 2015 and 2025, the paper traces how the “problem” of migrant settlement is redefined
across a decade marked by shifting political majorities, declining asylum arrivals, and intensified politicisation of migration.

 

Central to this shift is an increasingly explicit spatialisation of migration control. Parliamentary debates progressively single out
specific neighbourhoods—often classified as “socially vulnerable” or “excluded areas”—as sites where settlement is
constructed as socially risky and politically undesirable. Urban space is less and less treated as a “neutral” container for
settlement policy but is mobilised as an active technology of migration governance.

 

Through proposals to restrict access to certain municipalities or neighbourhoods, dispersal policy is recast as a means of
regulating migrants’ internal mobility, residential choices, and long‑term presence. In this way, settlement becomes
intertwined with practices of internal bordering that operate within, rather than at the edges of, the nation‑state.

 

Informed by Bacchi’s “What’s the Problem Represented to be?” framework, the analysis shows that early debates framed
dispersal primarily as a logistical and housing‑market challenge aimed at facilitating reception and labour‑market integration.
Over time, this framing gives way to representations centred on unfairness, failed integration, and societal and security risk.

These shifts legitimate proposals to revoke the 2016 dispersal system, the Settlement Act and replace it with a more
restrictive dispersal regime that limits access to certain urban areas classified as “socially vulnerable.”

 

The paper demonstrates how migrant dispersal is reconfigured from an housing provision instrument into a mechanism of
internal bordering, as mainstream political parties normalise restrictionist framings and mobilise urban space as a technology
of migration control. Importantly, it shows how the 2015 “Solidarity Crisis” is retrospectively invoked to justify restrictive
redesigns of dispersal policy in a context of historically low asylum arrivals.

In doing so, the paper challenges explanations that over‑emphasise migratory pressure as the primary driver of restrictive
change and contributes to debates on post‑entry bordering, mainstreamed restrictionism, and the urbanisation of migration
governance.



Creating Communities by Erasing Them? Discursive Constructions of Urban
Transformation, Ageing and Migration in a Danish Neighbourhood 

Marianne  Stougaard 

Department of Health, Social Work and Welfare Research, UCL University College, Denmark 

Creating Communities by Erasing Them? Discursive Constructions of Urban Transformation, Ageing and Migration in a
Danish Neighbourhood Research topic and aim
This paper examines how the urban transformation of the Danish neighbourhood Vollsmose is discursively constructed in an
official plan (Bydel i balance – Bydelsplan Vollsmose 2025). The transformation is developed within the framework of national
housing law targeting designated vulnerable areas with a high proportion of residents with migrant backgrounds.
     The study focuses on a central tension between, on the one hand, a future-oriented narrative that presents the area as
attractive, liveable and investable, and on the other hand, the marginalisation of existing residents and everyday social life.
Particular attention is given to older migrant residents’ experiences of transformation and to the discrepancy between policy
representations of community and the lived realities of long-standing social networks and civil society engagement in the
neighbourhood. The aim is to analyse how urban transformation is legitimised through discursive absences, intertextuality and
redefinitions of community.

Theoretical framework
The paper draws on Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), understanding discourse as a form of social practice
that both reflects and reproduces power relations within urban governance, welfare restructuring and migration regimes in the
Nordic context. Urban transformation is conceptualised as a discursively mediated project in which spatial, social and
demographic change is normalised through particular ways of talking about place, people and the future.
     Furthermore, the analysis draws on Wacquant’s concept of blemish of place, which captures how stigmatised
neighbourhoods are socially devalued through state and media, and how territorial stigma is subsequently embodied and
negotiated in everyday life, here examined through the experiences of older migrant residents.

Methodology and research design
Empirically, the paper combines a qualitative critical discourse analysis of the neighbourhood plan with qualitative fieldwork
among older migrants living in Vollsmose. The discourse analysis follows Fairclough’s three-dimensional framework,
examining textual representations, discursive practices (including intertextuality and silences) and the wider social and
institutional context of urban transformation. The fieldwork foregrounds older migrant residents’ accounts of everyday life,
social networks and the social and emotional consequences of demolition, relocation and uncertainty.

Expected findings and relevance
The analysis shows that while the neighbourhood plan repeatedly invokes “community” and “cohesion”, these are primarily
framed as future-oriented goals to be created through physical redesign and demographic change. Existing communities,
dense social networks and a vibrant local civil society, highlighted by residents, are largely absent from the policy discourse.
Despite being rooted in national legislation, the problem representations underpinning the transformation are largely silenced in
the plan and shifted to the level of intertextual reference.
     This discursive displacement intensifies feelings of loss, insecurity and blemish of place among older migrant residents,
for whom the transformation threatens established social ties and everyday life. The paper contributes to the research field by
demonstrating how urban transformation policies govern migration, ageing and inequality through intertextual legitimisation,
selective recognition of social life and strategic silence, highlighting the consequences in territorially stigmatised
neighbourhoods.



Dwelling in Istanbul: Spaces of Exclusion and Spatial Practices of Solidarity  

Doğuş Şimşek 

Kingston University London 

This article explores the dynamics of solidarity among migrant groups in Istanbul through three interrelated questions: to what
extent do migrants and refugees mobilise solidarity to contest exclusion, racism, and neoliberal governance; how such
solidarities reconfigure notions of belonging; and whether they also reproduce hierarchies of urban belonging among different
migrant and refugee groups. Exclusion is shaped not only by precarious housing, exploitative labour markets, and limited
welfare, but also by surveillance, policing, and racialised discourses that mark migrants and refugees as “undesirable.” Yet
alongside these constraints, fragile solidarities emerge through practices of cohabitation, care, and collective survival in
neighbourhoods marked by displacement. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork conducted between 2022 and 2024 in Istanbul,
it shows how solidarities are forged yet fractured within conditions of inequality, surveillance, and legal precarity. By focusing
on spaces of exclusion and spatial practices of solidarity, it highlights the dialectic between constraint and possibility. I argue
that dwelling in the city is co-produced and contested, shaped by structural marginalisation and hierarchies of urban
belonging, encompassing race, ethnicity, class, gender, and migratory status. Solidarities, however, are partial and uneven,
underscoring that shared marginalisation does not automatically translate into collective bonds across migrant groups.

This article draws on ethnographic research in the migrant-dense neighbourhoods of Kumkapı, Dolapdere, and Zeytinburnu in
Istanbul, including participant observation in churches established by Ugandan and Congolese migrants, community
organisations, restaurants, cargo shops and hair salons, as well as in-depth interviews with refugees and migrants, to examine
how they negotiate belonging in the city. It examines the practices and encounters through which dwelling is constituted, not
as a fixed or secure condition, but as a fragile achievement co-produced through care, solidarity, and negotiation amid
marginalisation. I argue that dwelling in the city is co-produced and contested, shaped by structural marginalisation and the
hierarchies of urban belonging, encompassing a range of factors, including race, ethnicity, class, gender, and migratory
status. In doing so, the article makes three contributions. First, it examines how migrants sustain everyday life under
precarious conditions by exploring whether precarity and hierarchies of urban belonging between migrant groups constrain
solidarity. Hierarchies of urban belonging refer to the layered and intersecting systems through which cities determine who is
considered a legitimate member of the urban community. (Back, Sinha, and Bryan 2012; Kusenbach 2008). These hierarchies
are not solely based on legal status or citizenship but encompass a range of factors, including race, ethnicity, class, gender,
and migratory status. They manifest in both material and symbolic dimensions, influencing access to housing, public services,
and social networks, as well as shaping individuals' sense of identity and belonging within urban spaces. Second, it
contributes to debates on urban marginality by showing how these dynamics can also reproduce hierarchies of urban
belonging. Finally, it situates Istanbul within comparative discussions of global cities of migration, highlighting how the
absence of formal refugee status and the prevalence of informality produce distinctive forms of exclusion as well as new
practices of solidarity.
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