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Abstract
Although ‘arrival infrastructure’ is central to the experience of migrants arriving in a new city, is it sufficient to form a ‘hos-
pitablemilieu’? Our article compares newcomers’ experiences with ‘arrival infrastructure’ in two European cities: Brussels
and Geneva. Based on ethnographic research with 49 migrants who arrived a few months earlier, we show that arrival
infrastructure is Janus-faced. On one hand, it welcomes newcomers and contributes to making the city hospitable. On the
other hand, it rejects, deceives and disappoints them, forcing them to remain mobile—to go back home, go further afield,
or just move around the city—in order to satisfy their needs and compose what we will call a ‘hospitable milieu.’ The ar-
rival infrastructure’s inhospitality is fourfold: linked firstly to its limitations and shortcomings, secondly to the trials or tests
newcomers have to overcome in order to benefit from the infrastructure, thirdly to the necessary forms of closure needed
to protect those who have just arrived and fourthly to those organising and managing the infrastructure, with divergent
conceptions of hospitality. By using the notion of milieu and by embedding infrastructure into the broader question of
hospitality, we open up an empirical exploration of its ambiguous role in the uncertain trajectories of newcomers.
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1. Introduction

The notion of ‘arrival infrastructure’ has increasingly
been used over the last five years to describe the places,
services, institutions, technologies and practices with
which migrants are confronted in their process of arrival
in a new city. The notion of infrastructure allowed schol-
ars to see beyond the ‘arrival neighbourhood’ and to
locate the process of arrival in a much wider context
(Meeus, Arnaut, & van Heur, 2019). Although scholars
acknowledge the ambivalent role of arrival infrastruc-
ture, it mostly bears positive connotations and is some-

times equated with resources. We recognise that the
lack of such infrastructure is problematic for migrants,
but we also warn against the idea that it is automat-
ically hospitable to newcomers. We argue that, owing
to its ambiguity, arrival infrastructure is Janus-faced. On
the one hand, it welcomes newcomers and contributes
to making the city hospitable. On the other hand, it re-
jects, deceives and disappoints them, forcing them to re-
main mobile—to go back home, go further afield, or just
move around the city—in order to satisfy their needs
and compose what we will call a ‘hospitable milieu.’
Sometimes, arrival infrastructure even leads newcomers
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to reconsider their project of settling and to continue
their journey.

Through ethnographic research and interviews with
newcomers who arrived in Brussels and Geneva no
longer than six months earlier, we analysed where they
slept, but alsowhere they spent their days andwhat they
did. We argue that arrival infrastructure can be inhos-
pitable in four ways which are paradoxically induced by
properties and characteristics designed to stabilize the
reception potential of the arrival infrastructure. Firstly, in
order to secure a certain turnover and avoid appropria-
tions, infrastructure always comes with limitations and
shortcomings in terms of duration, space and amenities.
For example, night shelters limit the number of consec-
utive overnight stays and close during the day. Secondly,
the limitation of accessibility implies that benefiting from
infrastructure requires overcoming certain trials or tests.
These can be administrative (filling out a form) or lo-
gistical (arriving at a particular location or picking up a
ticket in the morning to get a meal at noon). Thirdly, hos-
pitality necessarily requires forms of closure to protect
those who seek refuge. Low-threshold infrastructure can
hardly be hospitable while being completely and perma-
nently open and accessible to everyone (Trossat, 2019).
Fourthly, social workers, activists and stakeholders organ-
ising andmanaging infrastructure have divergent concep-
tions of hospitality and aim to foster different types of
relationship. Depending on who has the upper hand, in-
frastructure can be, to varying degrees, the centre of an
inhospitablemilieu.

What are the consequences of this ambivalent hos-
pitality for newcomers? How do they create for them-
selves a ‘hospitable milieu,’ not only to meet their basic
needs but also to pursue more consistent and elaborate
plans or projects? The comparison of our two cases will
raise questions concerning the link between the density
of the arrival infrastructure and how easy it will be for
newcomers to settle in. On one hand, Geneva	is one of
the wealthiest cities in the world,	offering rather large
and diverse arrival infrastructure. However, finding hous-
ing and a stable source of income there seems more
complicated than in Brussels. On the other hand, some
newcomers do not wish to stay in Brussels, but rather
see the Belgian capital as a stopover on their way to
England. Newcomers’ expectations of the arrival infras-
tructure are therefore variable.

2. From Arrival Area to Arrival Infrastructure

Studying arrival areas has a long tradition in urban so-
ciology. Chicago School scholars studied the ‘ports of
first entry’ (Park, Burgess, & McKenzie, 1984) in the
largest Midwest City. Their ecological and functional
model implied that immigrants concentrated in specific
areas. Cities with such areas were later labelled ‘gateway
cities’ (Burghardt, 1971). Typically, large metropolitan ar-
eas with important immigrant populations were viewed
as entrance points for immigrants. Apart from some opti-

mistic depiction of the ‘arrival city’ (see Saunders, 2012),
where newcomers experience upward social mobility as
they settle down permanently, arrival areas have also
been described as places of exclusion and of fierce com-
petition. Just like the ghetto, the ‘arrival city’ can be both
a sword and a shield (Wacquant, 2005, 2018). It can be
both a place of confinement and control, and a place of
(self)protection.

The literature also raises the issue of scale: the arrival
space ranges from the large metropolitan area such as
Los Angeles (Benton-Short, Price, & Friedman, 2005) to
a wasteland or a park turned into an ephemeral ‘camp,’
as we can see with the Calais ‘jungle’ in France (Agier,
2018; Djigo, 2016), or withMaximilian Park, a public park
next to the Brussels North train stationwhich, since 2015,
has on several occasions been transformed into a camp
for migrants (see Depraetere & Oosterlynck, 2017; see
also Carlier & Berger, 2019; Deleixhe, 2018; Lafaut &
Coene, 2019). The notion of infrastructure has allowed
scholars to see beyond the ‘arrival neighbourhood’ and—
following a post-colonial sensibility—to locate the pro-
cess of arrival in a much wider context. For instance,
Xiang and Lindquist defined ‘migration infrastructure’ as
“the systematically interlinked technologies, institutions,
and actors that facilitate and condition mobility” (Xiang
& Lindquist, 2014, p. 122). Hall and colleagues argued
that the ‘migrant infrastructure’ “is subject to a multi-
tude of interpretations and events well beyond the con-
fines of the neighbourhood” (Hall, King, & Finlay, 2017,
p. 1313). For example, they show that the ‘migrant in-
frastructure’ in Birmingham and Leicester is shaped by
the reaches of the former British Empire and by a more
recent phenomenon like the 2008 financial crisis. They
also show that the geography of the ‘migrant infrastruc-
ture’ is connected with the industrial past of these cities,
explaining “why certainmigrants ‘land’ in certain parts of
the city” (Hall et al., 2017, p. 1315). However, while the
notion of ‘migration infrastructure’ (Xiang & Lindquist,
2014) focuses on what makes people move, ‘migrant
infrastructure’ (Hall et al., 2017) refers to a long-term
process of ‘migrant sedimentation.’ These notions do
not exactly focus on the process of arrival or ‘transit’
(Djigo, 2016).

With the concept of ‘arrival infrastructure,’ scholars
proposed an alternative to teleological and normative
understandings of the notion of ‘arrival neighbourhood’
(Meeus et al., 2019). This concept “emphasizes the con-
tinuous and manifold ‘infrastructuring practices’ by a
range of actors in urban settings, which create a multi-
tude of ‘platforms of arrival and take-off’ within, against,
and beyond the infrastructures of the state” (Meeus
et al., 2019, p. 2). Although scholars acknowledge its am-
bivalent role, arrival infrastructure mostly bears positive
connotations. For example, Boost andOosterlynck (2019,
p. 154) explain that “arrival infrastructures provide mi-
grants with (in)formal job opportunities, cheap and ac-
cessible housing, supportive social networks.” However,
scholars also insist on the contingency of the experi-
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ences of infrastructure (Schillebeeckx, Oosterlynck, &
DeDecker, 2019; vanHeur, 2017). As GrahamandMarvin
(2001, p. 11) put it: “The construction of spaces of mobil-
ity and flow for some, however, always involves the con-
struction of barriers for others.” The question of access
to arrival infrastructure is often limited to legal status dif-
ferences. Undocumented newcomers do not have access
to infrastructure to which refugees have access, for ex-
ample. However, the literature on non-take-up of social
benefit shows that the mechanisms preventing people
from benefiting from forms of assistance to which they
are entitled are manifold, ranging from the difficulty in
gathering the necessary information to the shame expe-
rienced by potential users. How these factors affect ac-
cess to arrival infrastructure remains to be investigated.

Then, access is not the only issue, especially in the
case of newcomers in transit. Indeed, scholars have crit-
icised the overdetermined and unidirectional trajectory
implied by the notion of arrival area:Migrants are consid-
ered as having reached their final destination and being
engaged in a process of settlement (Schrooten &Meeus,
2019). There is a risk of overlooking forms of migration
without settlement, such as movement of guest work-
ers, or of migrants who have not ‘arrived’ but are on
their way to a further and uncertain destination. How
do these newcomers ‘in transit’ experience infrastruc-
ture meant to help them settle? In this regard, Price
andBenton-Short (2008) suggest other functions towhat
they call ‘gateway cities,’ besides that of entry point.
Gateway cities could also be “nodes of collection and
dispersion of goods and information, highly segregated
settings, sites of global cultural exchange, turnstiles for
other destinations, and urban immigrant destinations
and settlements” (Price&Benton-Short, 2008, p. 34).We
will draw on this expanded conceptualisation, implying
that such cities do not only welcome people who wish to
settle there, but also people who are passing through.

In our research and in this article, wemake use of the
concept of ‘arrival infrastructure’ and introduce the idea
of a ‘hospitablemilieu.’ The concept ofmilieu—inherited
from the schools of urban ecology, pragmatism and
pragmatic sociology (Stavo-Debauge, 2020)—conveys a
sense of active transaction between human behaviour
and its environment. Derived from von Uexküll’s notion
of Umwelt, milieu designates the perceived and appro-
priated environment that emerges amid the attempts of
an organism, whether human or non-human, to main-
tain and locate its form of life. As Dewey (1948) recalls,
a milieu is “not something around and about human ac-
tivities in an external sense.” It is rather “intermediate in
the execution of carrying out all human activities, as well
as being the channel through which they move, and the
vehicle by which they go on” (Dewey, 1948, p. 198, em-
phasis in original). Von Uexküll’s metaphor perhaps says
it even better: “Every subject spins out, like the spider’s
threads, its relations to certain qualities of things, and
weaves them into a solidweb,which carries its existence”
(von Uexküll, 2010, p. 53).

By mobilising the notion of milieu, we aim to em-
phasise that studying a network of infrastructures is
not sufficient: What matters is to understand their role
in the making of a ‘hospitable milieu’ that allows for
each newcomer, alone or collectively, to take her place—
temporarily or in the long term—in the city. We claim
that such a shift towards both the question of hospital-
ity and the processual concept of milieu is necessary in
order to account for the Janus-faced nature of arrival in-
frastructure. The hospitality of amilieu depends on its ca-
pacity to make room for newcomers, protect them from
hostility, fulfil their needs, sustain their ‘engagements’
(Thévenot, 2007) and help them realise their projects,
which may or may not entail a desire to belong to the
city. This analytical shift is similar to the one Sen pro-
posed with his ‘capability’ approach where he invited us
to consider not only the distribution but also the condi-
tion of appropriation of resources necessary to partici-
pate in the constitution of a life judged as ‘worth living’
(Sen, 1985).

3. Investigating Newcomers in Brussels and Geneva

To analyse the Janus-face of arrival infrastructure and its
(in)ability to constitute relevant hospitable milieux, we
designed an ethnographic study focusing on the new-
comers and their daily activities during their first months
in the city. Our research took place in two (partly) French-
speaking cities—Brussels and Geneva—that we consider
as ‘ordinary cities’ (Robinson, 2006). Both cities per-
form a function of regional and national centrality in a
region divided by administrative borders. The Brussels
Capital Region comprises 19 municipalities and two lin-
guistic communities for 1.2 million inhabitants concen-
trated within 161 km2, while the Canton of Geneva is
made up of 45 communes containing 585,000 inhabi-
tants within 285 km2 (the city of Geneva itself forms
one of the communes and has around 200,000 inhabi-
tants). On a broader scale, Brussels metropolitan area’s
population is over 2.6 million, while the Grand Genève
is a cross-border agglomeration encompassing 209 mu-
nicipalities, some in Switzerland, others in France, with
a population of 1 million. We believe it is elucidating
to compare such different cases in order to develop a
transversal approach to cities’ hospitality towards new-
comers. Both urban areas have a long history of mi-
gration and a large population of foreign origin, and
both continue to receive newcomerswho challenge their
(in)hospitality (Necker, 1995; Rea, 2013; Remund, 2012;
Wauters, 2017).

Although we also interviewed activists, social work-
ers and stakeholders, and led observations where they
work, our analysis focuses here on those who depend
upon arrival infrastructure: newcomers. They are more
or less welcomed by “those who were already there and
who together have appropriated the environment for
their use” (Stavo-Debauge, 2017, p. 23). The notion of
‘newcomer’ reminds us that migrants or foreigners are
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not necessarily newcomers, as their arrival sometimes
goes back years. Moreover, this notion allows for an in-
vestigation of the process of arrival, which for the pur-
pose of our research we delimited to the first six months,
in order to focus on the early stages of familiarisation.
This concept also facilitates the comparison between
Geneva and Brussels. Indeed, in Belgium, the notion of
‘transmigrant’ is commonly used to describe a category
of newcomers in transit, as if they were categorically
distinct from other kinds of migrants (see Glick-Schiller,
Basch, & Blanc, 1995, p. 48, for other contexts where
the word describes migrants “whose daily lives depend
on multiple and constant interconnections across inter-
national borders.” For a critical perspective on the no-
tion, see de Massol de Rebetz, 2018). Our interest lies in
people who have arrived recently—irrespective of their
projects, destination or legal status—and who rely on
‘arrival infrastructure’ and search for hospitable milieux,
even if they might not plan on settling in the city and be-
longing to its political community.

We focused on newcomers who can be described as
poor, not necessarily because they “suffer specific defi-
ciencies and deprivations,” as Simmel put it, but because
they “receive assistance or should receive it according to
social norms” (Simmel, 1965, p. 138). The newcomerswe
met were unfamiliar with their new environment, they
lacked a stable income and faced precarious housing sit-
uations. This made them all the more dependent on the
infrastructure that is supposed to facilitate their arrival
and provide them with an ounce of hospitality.

In Brussels, we interviewed 24 newcomers. They
were originally fromAfghanistan, Algeria, Chili, Colombia,
Egypt, Eritrea, Iran, Morocco, Peru, Romania, Senegal,
Sierra Leone, Spain, Syria and Turkey, and aged be-
tween 18 and 42 years. They had been in Brussels
an average of five months at the time of the inter-
view. In Geneva, we interviewed 25 people, originally
from Cameroon, Colombia, Ecuador, France, Gambia,
Morocco, Peru, Romania, Salvador, Senegal, Syria, Turkey
and the USA. They had been in Geneva an average of
three months at the time of the interview. They were
aged between 23 and 55.

We used several recruitment channels. We volun-
teered in organisations in order to get to know the popu-
lation better and to get in touch with newcomers. Then,
some participants introduced us to other potential par-
ticipants. Finally, we met participants by chance on the
street, in cafés and on trains. With most of them, we
had the chance to conduct a semi-structured interview
that we recorded and transcribed. With others, we had
informal conversations and took notes. In each case, we
made sure they understood that their involvement was
voluntary, anonymous and that they could withdraw at
any time.

We asked newcomers about their first weeks or
months. They told us where they had been sleeping,
where they had been eating, where they had sought in-
formation and advice, where they had been taking lan-

guage classes and where they had killed time or kept
themselves warm (most interviews took place during au-
tumn and winter 2019). Based on their accounts, we
tried to understand how they came to attend each part
of the infrastructure, and what led them to stop go-
ing to such and such place. Newcomers explained how
they had been received, but also how they had been
rejected, deceived and disappointed, allowing us to dis-
tinguish between four dimensions on arrival infrastruc-
ture’s inhospitality.

4. From ‘Arrival Infrastructure’ to ‘HospitableMilieu’

Our proposal to move from the notion of infrastructure
to that ofmilieu is based on four dimensions of the Janus-
faced arrival infrastructure. The first has to do with the
limitations of the infrastructure itself, in terms of what
it can offer to newcomers. The second has to do with
the trials that condition access to the infrastructure and
what it can offer. However, and this is the third point,
accessibility is not necessarily enough and it may even
limit hospitality. The fourth element concerns the actors
involved in the arrival infrastructure and who may have
conflicting understandings of what hospitality is. Lastly,
we will insist on how a hospitable milieu lies in a trans-
action between the individual, with his or her character-
istics and aspirations, and an environment that not only
allows the newcomer to arrive, but also invites him or
her to stay.

4.1. The Inevitable Limitations of Arrival Infrastructure

Firstly, institutional infrastructure always comes with lim-
itations and shortcomings in terms of duration, space
and amenities. This has to do with two typical and his-
torical concerns of social institutions: the fear of un-
equal treatment and of abusive appropriation (Pattaroni,
2007). To address these concerns, various rules are set
to avoid people staying too long and making them-
selves at home. The case of night shelters is exemplary.
In Brussels and Geneva, most of them limit the num-
ber of consecutive overnight stays. For example, the
Salvation Army’s shelter in Geneva allows ten nights
every month. After his ten nights there, Amadou—a
40-year-old Cameroonian we met one month after his
arrival—went to the office where the local authorities
issued a card that allowed him to stay for 30 nights in
an underground shelter on the other side of the city.
After a few nights, these confined housing conditions
caused him to have epileptic seizures. Twice he woke up
in the hospital, and some of his belongings left at the
shelter were stolen. Amadou had left his public sector
job in Cameroon temporarily with the hope to open an
art gallery in Geneva. He never expected such a harsh
living and housing experience: “There’s no windows, it’s
a bunker. And there are some people (who) are in bad
shape (and) that are very difficult to live with. I am
not used to such living conditions.” In Geneva, the use
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of anti-atomic shelters—renamed ‘bunkers’—to provide
temporary housing has been denounced as a strategy to
deter new arrivals or repel newcomers (Del Biaggio &
Rey, 2017).

Furthermore, these places close during the day.
Although he feels that Geneva is rather generous and
does a lot regarding “social issues,” Amadou deplores
the limited hours of the shelters: “Even on Sundays, you
have to wake up at seven in the morning and leave at
eight….Even if we have nothing to do, even if it rains
or snows.” Others, however, have had positive expe-
riences with the shelters. Mehdi is of Moroccan ori-
gin and is 50 years old. He arrived 40 days before our
interview and spent 25 days in the same shelter as
Amadou. By contrast, he is used to living in difficult condi-
tions and although he also complains about the opening
hours, he thinks the underground shelter is “really good.
It’s the best, actually. You sleep, then have a shower,
a breakfast….’’

These two cases illustrate the conflictual nature of
these shelters that welcome newcomers and at the same
time are sometimes experienced as so inhospitable that
they damage their guests’ health. Some staff we spoke
to would like to do more to accommodate their guests’
needs if they had the means to do so. Others accepted
this relative inhospitality, explaining that their primary
mission is to provide emergency housing, not to offer
long-term solutions. As usually stated by social workers
driven by ideals of autonomy and activation (Cantelli
& Genard, 2007), hospitality should not lead to depen-
dency. This dimension of an infrastructure’s inhospital-
ity is thus not necessarily due to a lack of funding or of
resources. The stakeholders organising the arrival infras-
tructure either wanted to prevent their users from set-
tling in, or wished to focus on one type of service, or on
one group of users, and thus voluntarily limited the ex-
tent of their hospitality. Incidentally, an important part
of their workwas to redirect users to other organisations.
As a result, newcomers who depended on them had to
navigate their way between multiple infrastructures in
order to meet their needs.

4.2. The Trials of Arrival Infrastructure

Secondly, to profit from infrastructure requires overcom-
ing trials and tests. The literature on ‘non-take-up’ of
social benefits and assistance reveals that people some-
times lack awareness of their rights, but also sometimes
lack the capacity to actualise them (van Oorschot, 1991).
Indeed, complex administrative procedures complicate
access. Moreover, the value of individual responsibility
and a moral obligation to be self-sufficient lead people
to not claim benefits despite being eligible for them. The
same analysis applies to arrival infrastructure. Benefiting
from it requires overcoming trials or tests.

Themost obvious test is getting to knowwhat is avail-
able. In the course of newcomers’ first days in the city, so-
cial and communityworkers aswell as internet pages and

information boards provide addresses where they can
seek assistance, food, shelter, clothes, etc. Newcomers
also usually rely on word of mouth for recommenda-
tions. Those who had met and asked well-informed peo-
ple, but also those who master French and know how to
read information on paper and online, knew a significant
amount about the arrival infrastructure. However, even
in the smaller city of Geneva, and despite various organi-
sations’ communication efforts, the newcomers we met
were always unaware of important opportunities and rel-
evant amenities.

Then, knowing about the arrival infrastructure is not
enough. To newcomers unfamiliar with the city and its
language, finding their way around is a real test. Yonas—
from Eritrea—had arrived in Brussels twomonths before
wemet. Once, he had an appointmentwith a lawyerwho
could have helpedhimwith his asylumapplication: “Iwas
looking for the address and I was close to there, you
know, and my battery went off, my phone…and I’ve lost
the address.” Navigating the city and finding addresses
are a crucial part of the process of arrival. It is no surprise
that many newcomers told us of having invested some of
their scarce economic resources in a local SIM card and
public transport pass, often right after their arrival.

John, a 24-year-old Portuguese resident born in
Gambia, had arrived two months before we met in
Geneva. As he intensively searched for work and tried
to distribute his resume to as many companies as pos-
sible, he insisted on the importance of his phone’s GPS:
“People tell me ‘go to this place, this street,’ I would not
understand [because I don’t speak French]. But when
I put it in my phone, I can go directly.” A friend of his buys
him 30 francs (about 28 EUR) credit every month. These
30 francsmight seem a superfluous expense for a person
who has to monitor his expenditure scrupulously. But
without a smartphone, the arrival infrastructure would
be partly inaccessible to newly arrived people. A migrant
interviewed by the ARCH research team stated that los-
ing his phone or having his phone stolen was the worst
thing that could happen (Mannergren Selimovic, 2019).

Of course, the phone itself is part of a constellation
including telecommunications providers, GPS services,
apps, etc. Infrastructure can thus be virtual, as in the
case of Facebook pages through which newcomers ex-
change advice and information. The smartphone is not
only an audiovisual window and door to their former
‘homes’ (Guérin, 2019), it is also an essential arrival de-
vice, compensating for, as is the case for tourists but in
a more vital way, the lack of ‘familiarity’ (Felder, 2020;
Thévenot, 2007). It helps newcomers with ‘spatial inte-
gration,’ what Buhr defines as learning “where to find
shelter, soup kitchens or to distinguish safe areas from
no-go zones” (Buhr, 2018, p. 3). Importantly, as Buhr re-
minds us, “learning to navigate a city does not necessarily
have to dowith one feeling at home in that space or with
feeling one belongs there. Rather than having a set of
spatial coordinates, urban apprenticeship is about under-
standing how a city works” (Buhr, 2018, p. 3). However,
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two newcomers do not have the same understanding
of how the city works, as this knowledge is highly per-
sonal and localised. The concept of familiarity (Thévenot,
2007) thus better acknowledges the personal and ecolog-
ical dimensions of newcomers’ knowledge of how and
where to find help and resources.

Finally, accessing arrival infrastructure also has a
socio-psychological cost to reputation and self-worth. As
suggested in the classical work of Margalit (1998) on
the ‘decent society,’ what could be institutionally con-
sidered as ‘just’ and legitimate social aid could be expe-
rienced as humiliating. Exploring the experience of ar-
rival infrastructure, we better understand how its ap-
praisal depends on one’s conception of dignity. Arman,
an Iranian atheist seeking asylum in Brussels, stated that
he stays away from soup kitchens and other humanitar-
ian infrastructure as he is not at easewith heteronomous
and asymmetrical relationships: “I don’t like queues,” he
says, “I’d rather die than be like that” (he mimics beg-
ging). His case echoes the one of Diego, who arrived in
Geneva from Colombia with a tourist visa and no intent
to seek asylum. His uncle, who hosted him in his stu-
dio apartment, gave him one month to find a job. Diego
attended free French classes but was reluctant to ask
for other forms of help than that offered by his uncle:
“I want to make a living on my own merit, you under-
stand?” After having dropped dozens of resumes off to
businesses, temporary staffing firms and even to passers-
by, Diego resolved to leave Switzerland and try his luck
in Spain, where he at least speaks the local language. His
uncle bought him a plane ticket and directed him to an
acquaintance in Catalonia. While unquestionably helpful
to newcomers, arrival infrastructure (even the highly per-
sonal aspects) contains certain barriers to entry.

4.3. Openness and Accessibility Are Not Everything

A third way, intrinsic to hospitality, in which infras-
tructure can both welcome and repel (or even re-
ject) lies in the contradictory combination of openness
and protection—which implies appropriation and clo-
sure (Stavo-Debauge, 2017). The fact that shelters, soup
kitchens and other low-threshold places are open to all
paradoxically limits their ability to provide a peaceful and
safe place. The collective shelter was not hospitable to
Amadou because he did not have control over whom he
had to share his roomwith and had no opportunity of ap-
propriating the place in a personal and familiar manner.

As illustrated by its archetype ofwelcoming someone
into your home, hospitality necessarily requires forms of
closure to receive and protect those who seek refuge in
itsmilieu (Stavo-Debauge, 2017). WhenMajor—a young
Eritrean we interviewed—first arrived in Brussels, he
stayed only three days before going to the Netherlands
where he remained for two months and two weeks. He
came back and then went to Calais for five months in
the hope of reaching the UK, before turning back and
deciding to stay in Brussels. While there, Major avoided

collective shelters: “[There’s] too much stress…, it is too
loud, there are a lot of people.” He preferred to sleep
by himself in what he called the ‘Green Hotel’ (i.e., the
Maximilian Park), but soon stopped going to the park to
avoid the company of its other occupants who were in a
similar situation. “It’s negative to see the others…if you
live in the street, you cannot have dreams,” he told us.
Major abandoned his idea to reach the UK and resolved
to seek asylum in Belgium. He was then hosted in two
flats by two Belgian citizens who offered him the com-
fort of a room and the possibility of closing a door be-
hind him. But being able to close a door and to rest in a
safe place does not mean living in isolation, cut off from
the outdoors. One of Major’s hosts offered him a bicy-
cle, which he used not only to reach his temporary home,
but also, for example, to reach the language school run
by the volunteers and located five kilometres south of
the Northern Quarter, knowing that his belongings were
stored safely at home. To compose a hospitable milieu,
infrastructure cannot be completely and permanently
open and accessible, as it shall offer protection from un-
welcome social company, from public exposure and in-
quisitorial gazes and from other drawbacks of street life
(Carlier, 2018).

4.4. The Human Dimension of Infrastructure

The fourth dimension concerns the actors involved in the
arrival infrastructure. The degree to which infrastructure
is welcoming and can be considered as a resource and
safe, profitable place canbehighly variable, as it is caught
up in power struggles between parties with different
conceptions of hospitality. For example, between 2014
and 2018, some material transformations occurred in
and around the immediate vicinity of Maximilian Park in
Brussels. If humanitarian NGOs, activists and concerned
citizens, like those gathered around theCitizen’s Platform
(Deleixhe, 2018), tried to facilitate hospitality within the
park and to foster a welcoming atmosphere, with vari-
ous portable facilities and temporary arrangements, oth-
ers were less inclined to do so. Public benches were dis-
placed, CCTV cameras appeared, trees were cut down
and fences were erected (as documented in Dresler,
2019). While the former had done their best to improve
the experience of migrants, other actors did what they
could to deter their presence.

People also intervene directly in the way infrastruc-
ture are experienced. For example, the staff at recep-
tion centres usually answer questions and inform, while
some newcomers would need them not only to retrieve
telephone numbers, but also to make the phone call for
them. Newcomers experience this approach as a ‘lim-
ited’ hospitality (Thévenot & Kareva, 2018). The latter
is formed and constrained by the ‘liberal grammar of
communality’ where everybody (even unfamiliar new-
comers) is treated—and is expected to act—as an ‘au-
tonomous individual.’ More fundamentally, this raises
the question of conflictual understandings of what a
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good form of hospitality is, liberal forms being based on
a non-interference principle where other ‘grammars of
hospitality’ (Stavo-Debauge, 2017) expect more active
engagement from the hosts.

People facilitating access to infrastructure (or turn-
ing a blind eye to heterodox uses of places) is therefore
crucial. Be it waiters and waitresses who do not awake a
newcomer sleeping at a café, park wardens who ignore
or guard sleeping bags in Maximilian Park (Lempereur,
2019), citizens hosting newcomers in their houses or pro-
viding transportation with their cars, they are all tem-
porary but essential parts of the infrastructure as they
all contribute to ensuring a certain level of hospitality
to newcomers. Having many ‘qualities’ besides a sim-
ple ‘opening’ (Stavo-Debauge, 2018), hospitality is duly
judged by the newcomers who happen to be affected
by limitations, constraints and requirements of places
where they are received. In other words, people and
places providing what may appear as valuable resources
do not always positively affect newcomers’ experience
of hospitality.

Sometimes it is the whole city’s potential to provide
a hospitablemilieu for the projects and aspirations of the
newcomer that is questioned. Before heading to Geneva,
Amadou had experienced staying in a small Swiss city in
the Alpine region (population: 20,000), where he first ar-
rived in Switzerland. While he had had the possibility of
good housing conditions there, it rapidly became appar-
ent to him that the small city was ill suited for his project
to open an African art gallery. Driven by his desire to find
an urban environment hospitable to—and suitable for—
such a project, he quickly left the small city and went to
Geneva, exchanging in the process a warm welcome at a
friend’s house for basic and precarious accommodation
in a Salvation Army centre, before ending up in an under-
ground shelter.

Being hosted by friends or relatives, however, is no
guarantee of hospitality. In Brussels, even if he managed
to obtain a place in an aunt’s apartment, which would
seem to offer a good level of hospitality, especially when
friends of his slept in Maximilian Park, Omar still decided
to leave this setting, judging that the hospitality on offer
was “abusive”:

When I arrived here, the family in Senegal put me in
touch with my aunt….In fact, I encountered quite a
lot of difficulties. I was the one who bought the food,
I helped with the electricity, the bills and everything,
even the medicines, I was buying….Her home was her
home, she was abusing the situation and that’s why
I left there.

In Omar’s case, his aunt’s hospitality was problematic
due to being far fromunconditional. However, not having
to bear a financial burden is not always enough to make
one appreciate the hospitality given. Migration scholar-
ship sometimes depicts migrants’ social networks only in
a positive light. However, as Simone put it, people can be

considered as forming part of an inhospitable infrastruc-
ture because they engage in transactions not necessar-
ily based on solidarity (Simone, 2004, p. 419) or equity,
raising the question of profit-oriented infrastructure and,
too often, abusive ones as is the case with ‘slumlords’ or
‘loan sharks.’

4.5. Looking for a Hospitable Milieu

Newcomers constantly experience the various dimen-
sions of a Janus-faced arrival infrastructure, requiring ac-
tive work to constitute a hospitablemilieu that will allow
them to find a satisfactory way to temporarily or more
lastingly take their place in the city. The first side is wel-
coming and essential for their survival. It offers them a
place to spend the night, to eat, to learn the local lan-
guage, to work on a resume, etc. The other side, how-
ever, is less welcoming, as we have just shown. Even if
this negative side can be experienced on the first day, it
sometimes only appears once themost urgent issues are
dealt with, when newcomers start to assess their new
lives and try to fulfil their projects anddesires. The search
for a hospitable milieu may then involve mobility: going
back home, going further afield, or just moving around
the city.

The last time we met Amadou in Geneva, he was
coping with life in the shelters. His plans to open an art
gallery were slipping away and he was even considering
returning home. Onemonth after wemet, Diego had left
for Spain. He had been welcomed by his uncle who of-
fered to let him sleep on the couch of his small studio
for a month. But after this period, he was unable to find
work on the informal labour market, so his uncle asked
him to leave. In Brussels, Yonas applied for asylum and
was subsequently forced to leave the city. The authorities
sent him to an accommodation centre in Liege, where he
now lives, despite coming back to Brussels regularly for
interviewswithmigration officers. For newcomers, an ob-
vious consequence of this Janus-faced, ambivalent wel-
comeappears to be the obligation to bemobile. However,
this mobility requires caution and risk assessment.

In Brussels, while Yonas remained very mobile, be-
ing forced to expand his ‘arrival area,’ other newcom-
ers restricted their movements and made sure they did
not hang around too much in open public spaces, espe-
cially at night. For them, the street is a place of ‘mis-
trust’ (Le Courant, 2016): mistrust of police control but
also of ordinary civil interactions that can go wrong, and
then possibly involve the police. Omar, a Senegaleseman
who once slept inMaximilian Park and now resides in the
south of Brussels, often roams in Matongé, a neighbour-
hood with a large African population (Rea, 2013), but
only during daylight. He told us:

There are environments where, you see, it’s a bit dan-
gerous because often there are controls.…If I’m not
working, I’m at home, otherwise I’m inMatongé atmy
friends’ house until seven, eight PM, then I go home.
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But then I have friends who go out at night. They ask
me to go out and I say ‘no, I don’t go out at night.’

Such a fear is not equally distributed, even among the
undocumented newcomers. It varies with their origins
and phenotypes (are they part of a visible racialised
minority or not?), their step in the migration process
(are they still on the road or settling?), and their gen-
der. In contrast to Omar’s situation, Melissa—a 42-year-
old Peruvian woman—had	family members who hosted
her and helped her with her daughter’s education and
finding a flat. Even if undocumented, she feels safe and
she does not even mention the police among possi-
ble ‘worries’:

So far we’ve had a lot of good experiences, we haven’t
had any problems at all, like racism or…no, no wor-
ries.…The most positive case is that even if we don’t
have proper papers, our children can study. That’s the
most positive.

These differences highlight the perceptual and relational
dimensions of themilieu.

While we emphasised the experiences of inhospital-
ity that cause newcomers to leave or consider leaving,
not all of them had plans to stay. These are migrants “in
transit who only stay…for the time it takes to find a way
to cross the Channel to reach Great Britain,” who “do
not wish to apply for asylum in Belgium and are there-
fore neither protected by the Geneva Convention nor el-
igible for a place in reception centres” (Deleixhe, 2018,
p. 131). Among them, some—like Major, whose case
we described earlier—eventually build up a sufficiently
hospitable milieu to decide to stay. However, others do
not abandon their dream of reaching England. Sara had
been in Brussels for two months when we met, but she
had left Eritrea six months prior to that. She arrived in
Italy, stayed there only one day before taking a bus to
Brussels. She chose Brussels in order to go to England:
“I knew it was good to come here to go to the UK.” With
a friend in the same situation, they spend, on average,
one night outside attempting to travel to England and
then one night in a collective shelter or in a ‘family,’ i.e.,
enjoying the private hospitality of citizen hosting set up
by the Citizen’s Platform. With her mind set on arriv-
ing in England, she did not care much about her living
conditions in Brussels: “I don’t care of cooking, of qual-
ity of food…the only thing important is ‘I go UK.’ When
I wake up, I think ‘I go UK’ and that’s it.” To her, the park
is part of a ‘departure infrastructure,’ a site where she
can wait, protect herself from police hostility (Printz &
Carlier, 2019) and ‘organise’ her journey to Great Britain.
To people like her, infrastructure proves hospitable when
it allows them to rest and sleep during daylight, as the
night is a time for the ‘try’—that is, when they take their
chance to reach the UK.

The four dimensions of Janus-faced infrastructure
make it difficult to assess beforehand how hospitable

a city will be. We have seen that its ability to become
a hospitable milieu for a newcomer depends not only
on the characteristics and aspirations of the newcomers
themselves, but also on the qualities of the infrastruc-
ture, the trials that limit access to it, its ability to pro-
vide protection, and finally the people who manage it.
However, there are dimensions of the environment that
affect all newcomers and either promote or limit their
ability to weave, like von Uexküll’s spider, a web to sus-
tain their existence.

Although Geneva—one of the richest cities in the
world—offers a rather large and diverse arrival infrastruc-
ture, finding housing and a stable source of income there
seems more complicated than in Brussels. Geneva’s sat-
urated housing market and high cost of living can hardly
be compensated for by the arrival infrastructure. While
providing a more limited arrival infrastructure, Brussels
seems more auspicious for the creation of hospitable
milieux. However, some newcomers do not wish to stay
there, but rather see the Belgian capital as a stopover
on their way to the UK. Their expectations of the ar-
rival infrastructure are therefore distinct. The newcomer
with no intention of settling will tend to keep a very in-
strumental relation to infrastructure while this changes
when someone starts familiarising themselves with a
broadermilieu.

5. Conclusion

This article tackled the Janus-face of arrival infrastruc-
ture. Although a lack of such infrastructure is problem-
atic for newcomers, we showed that infrastructure does
not automatically prove hospitable. On one hand, it wel-
comes newcomers and contributes to making the city
hospitable. On the other hand, it rejects, deceives and
disappoints them, forcing them to navigate between
multiple parts of the infrastructure in order to satisfy
their needs and compose a hospitable milieu. Indeed,
as we have shown, infrastructure offers limited and of-
ten conditional resources. Moreover, accessing these
resources involves overcoming trials (finding informa-
tion, locating places, overcoming a sense of stigma, etc.).
We have also shown that hospitality is not just a ques-
tion of access, and that infrastructures that are open
to everyone sometimes fail to provide the protective
shield that some newcomers need. Finally, we discussed
the sometimes conflicting positions of those who man-
age the infrastructures. Different ‘grammars of hospital-
ity’ (Stavo-Debauge, 2017) coexist, ranging from a non-
interference principle to more active engagement from
the hosts.

This analysis casts the arrival infrastructure back into
the broader and more ambiguous history of the man-
agement of poor and mobile populations. In his history
of poverty, Geremek shows that the poor have almost
always sparked both compassion and repression. In the
Middle Ages, he wrote, “the gallows and the alms house
have stood side by side” (Geremek, 1994, p. 8). Today,
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this tension is particularly salient in the case of the mo-
bile poor who face “compassionate repression” (Fassin,
2005, p. 362). Although migrants face increasing restric-
tions on their social and legal rights, they are never-
theless offered various forms of assistance by the state,
NGOs or private citizens. The motives behind this assis-
tance are de facto much more complex than the simple
opposition of compassion and repression as they entail
considerations of legal duty, moral responsibility, politi-
cal solidarity and so on.

To better reflect this complexity, we have proposed
the notion of ‘hospitable milieu.’ This notion of milieu
challenges the idea that the hospitality of an environ-
ment towards a newcomer can be assessed beforehand
as a function of its arrival infrastructure. The milieu, as
we have shown, is shaped by a dynamic relationship be-
tween the individual and the environment. It emerges
in the transaction between the potentialities of an en-
vironment and an individual with specific characteristics,
aspirations, cognitive and practical skills, resources, and
moral and political convictions. Such transaction and the
specific role of the different characteristics of newcom-
ers deserve further research. Of special interest is the
question of the moral conceptions of what it means to
be welcomed and helped in relation to different ideas of
dignity and ‘good’ ways of life.

Notwithstanding those further developments, the
notion of milieu appears essential as it reflects, on one
hand, what the environment has to offer the newcomer:
This includes the arrival infrastructure as understood by
Meeus et al. (2019), but also the qualities of the social
and built environment which, beyond the moment of
arrival, will or will not allow the newcomer to take her
place in the broader urban order. These include, for ex-
ample, the general level of prices, which is much higher
in Geneva than in Brussels, or the degree of openness
in the labour and housing markets, which seems to be
greater in Brussels than in Geneva.

On the other hand, the notion of milieu takes into
account the different ways in which newcomers expe-
rience this environment and realise their projects in it.
Importantly, we pointed out in the case of the ‘transmi-
grants’ in Brussels that this project does not always in-
volve settling in. Importantly, the constitution of a milieu
does not only depend on infrastructure and resources.
For example, we have shown that the public space can be
more or less hospitable depending on the gender, race,
appearance, and legal status of the newcomer. Finally,
hospitality cannot be limited to providing access and en-
abling survival. A hospitablemilieu is one that invites the
newcomer to stay.
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