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Between solidarity and hostility: exploring the paradox of 
community through peer research
Elena Vacchelli a and Franca Roeschert a,b

aFaculty of Law, Arts & Social Sciences, University of Greenwich, London, UK; bSchool of Social Sciences and 
Professions, London Metropolitan University, London, UK

ABSTRACT  
This paper explores migrants’ experiences of settling in Greenwich, 
London, using peer research and taking into account the socio- 
political context and specific place-based politics unfolding in 
local communities. Resulting from a research collaboration 
between academic researchers, two civil society organisations, 
and four people of migrant origins as peer researchers, this paper 
interrogates community, reflecting on its dichotomous 
understandings in sociological literature. By cautioning against 
idealised notions of community, we foreground Greenwich’s 
history of racial violence and show how communities function as 
liminal spaces where everyday interactions with local government 
and services unfold, and where forms of intra-migrant solidarity 
emerge. Yet it is within communities that, despite London’s 
diversity, racism continues to order residents into hierarchies of 
belonging, affecting migrants and racialised citizens. In 
articulating this paradox, we argue that assessments of personal 
trajectories of integration must tend to local specificities, 
including the tensions migrants experience in their everyday.
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Introduction

This research takes place in Greenwich, a borough situated in the Southeast of London, 
UK, and interrogates the extent to which migrants understand where they live as safe, 
cohesive and welcoming. Drawing on Greenwich’s history of demographic change, this 
paper offers a contextual imaginary for an inclusive city, particularly focusing on recent 
and more established migrants, who under current policy circumstances are experiencing 
various forms of exclusion. With this small-scale study, we aim to highlight the importance 
of understanding local communities as places where migrant hostility and solidarity 
coexist, and forms of resistance are being ongoingly developed.

For the past few years, we have been involved in community organising through a con
sortium of civil society organisations working with the council to create a local community 
that is a place of sanctuary for precariously positioned migrants, including asylum seekers, 
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refugees and other migrants who have No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF). In line with 
our participatory ethos, we decided to obtain this evidence using peer research to explore 
access to services and belonging to the local community through stories told by Green
wich residents. We trained peer researchers with the help of two grassroots organisations 
LRMN (Lewisham Refugee and Migrant Network) and GrIP (Greenwich Inclusion Project). 
When studying Greenwich, it became evident that local communities do not exist in a 
vacuum; they are highly dependent on the context in which they are located and are 
inherently contested. From the way people understand their local community, we can 
see how the concept is contradictory – some participants refer to narratives of community 
loss; others express racial stereotypes, having internalised racist tropes. Depictions of 
community during the interviews contribute to our understanding of how participants 
perceive their sense of belonging to the borough and articulate their emotional ties 
with the place where they live. Belonging refers to the emotional, social and symbolic 
experience of feeling accepted, recognized and connected within a community in ways 
that are deeply tied to specific places. It involves developing an attachment to environ
ments – neighbourhoods, cities, landscapes or nations – that provide continuity, 
meaning and a sense of “being at home”. Belonging is thus both a relational and 
spatial condition, shaped by how people inhabit, move through and are positioned 
within particular places (Yuval-Davis 2006).

Place-based politics is key to the argument we put forward in this paper, especially 
because the central government in the UK tends to idealise the local level as a place 
where social cohesion should be achieved. This contrasts with what we found on the 
ground, as the idyllic vision of socially cohesive communities does not take into 
account the complexities of migration and belonging. In discussing social cohesion, 
Back (2009) argues it implies “the assumption that (…) cohesion and social order are 
ideal states to which society should aspire” (2009, 11) and is critical of the ideologically 
loaded idea that London has been “tainted” by diversity hence losing its “purity”. Devel
oping alongside “social cohesion”, debates on “integration” moreover frame it as a moral 
technology, producing hierarchies between good and bad migrants, rewarding confor
mity whilst expecting migrants to adhere to majority norms and fundamentally conceal
ing a hidden assimilationist agenda. Critical voices have also highlighted that racialised 
migrants are depicted as harder to integrate (Schinkel 2018: Favell 2019). Using the 
London Borough of Greenwich, situated in South-East London as an example of these 
contestations around place, our research points to a complex set of experiences requiring 
different ways of negotiating belonging that are highly contextual to the community 
environments in place at the time of need, and to diverse experiences of access to avail
able services. Time was also important to factor in, as the long-standing migrant residents 
could provide a more rounded contextual understanding of Greenwich by offering per
sonal memories of settling in the borough in the 1990s, with their stories involving experi
ences of discrimination and racial hatred. Our research with migrant populations in 
Greenwich included refugees, asylum seekers, people with No Recourse to Public 
Funds and racialised citizens, conscious that the process of migrants becoming citizens 
represents precisely the personal integration trajectories we are interested in exploring.

We acknowledge that negotiations of belonging to local communities are not always 
linear, easy to capture, or generalised in the context of academic work. On the contrary, 
they are highly contextual and often even imply migrants internalising some of the 
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Hostile Environment1 discourses as a strategy to find their place in the destination 
country, as was the case with some participants in our research. What adds to this com
plexity is that immigration laws, including access to services is constantly changing, ren
dering it “almost impossible for non-state actors such as service providers, civil society, 
NGOs, faith groups […] to make sense of a migrant’s legal entitlements at any given 
moment” (Benchekroun, Humphris, and Sigona 2024, 287).

This paper explores migrants’ belonging to their local community, highlighting the 
complexities inherent in emotional attachment to place, and provides contextual insights 
on how they make sense of the community where they live. We first interrogate and point 
to dichotomous ways of understanding community in sociological literature. Warning 
against the potential pitfalls of idealising community, we provide a contextual account 
of the recent socio-political history of Greenwich before moving on to discuss the meth
odological approach and present the findings. We conclude that communities are where 
forms of intra-migrant solidarity take place, yet belonging and exclusion coexist. Our work 
demonstrates that research, too, can be a form of solidarity, as evident from the relational 
dynamics that occurred between peer researchers and research participants during the 
interview encounters.

Interrogating community

The interpretation of the term “community” is fluid and varies according to how it is 
applied in conversation, media or policy discourse. In the UK’s common parlance, it is 
sometimes used to refer to specific ethnic or cultural groups (see Anderson 1983), such 
as, for instance, the Black community, the South Asian community, the Jewish community 
and the Traveller community. In these cases, “community” reflects a sense of shared iden
tity, heritage, and often, a collective experience of marginalization or solidarity. However, 
speaking of heterogeneous ethnic groups as “one community” also has the effect of 
essentialising and reifying ethnicity as a social category. In the English language, it is 
one of the most widely used and emotionally resonant terms, evoking a sense of belong
ing, solidarity and togetherness, despite the term being vague and context dependent, 
and used to depict groups that are far from cohesive (Williams 1976).

We understand communities as liminal spaces where horizontal practices of daily soli
darity converge with vertical mobilisations at different scales, including the national scale. 
Aware of globally networked connections inscribed in place-based politics (Castells 1997, 
2004; Massey 1994, 2005), in our work, the urban level is central to articulating the impor
tance of community for integration purposes, as evident from Greenwich Council’s com
mitment to being a Borough of Sanctuary. It is here that our key contribution to 
scholarship is situated, i.e. the acknowledgement that community is produced by national 
and global forces while at the same time being contextual and practiced from the 
bottom-up. Ambrosini (2020) highlights that local policies must continuously define 
new frames and languages, pointing to an increasing divergence between national 
models of integration and actual policies at the local level, leading to a variety of multi
culturalist practices.

Urban communities have been at the centre of classic sociological inquiry with scholars 
conceptualising “community” in ways that reflect broader concerns about modernity, 
industrialisation and social change. Early sociological theory often contrasted traditional 
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rural communities with social interaction in modern, industrialised cities, concerned with 
how modern societies could stay cohesive as traditional forms of community declined 
(Tönnies 1887; Durkheim 1893). In trying to establish a statistical causality between 
social capital and diversity, more recent sociological studies confirm these dichotomous 
views, arguing that higher demographic diversification leads to a weakening of commu
nity ties to the point of social isolation (Putnam 2007).

Recent studies have contributed to a shift in the understanding of community as a rela
tional concept where the role of social networks is emphasised (Blokland 2017; Massey 
2005). While the traditional notion of community sees it as solely and necessarily tied 
to specific geographic locations, such as neighbourhoods, the work of Blokland (2003) 
frames communities as relational rather than spatial, formed through social interactions 
and networks that may or may not be anchored to a particular place and geographical 
proximity. Blokland (2017) explores how processes like gentrification, globalization and 
neoliberal urban policies reshape communities by disrupting existing social networks, dis
placing vulnerable populations and altering community dynamics. Yet, new forms of com
munity can also emerge as resistance to these changes, through collective action and acts 
of solidarity. While the emphasis of Blokland’s (2017) work is on community as a practice 
that involves creating and sustaining connections among individuals in active, relational 
and performative ways, our research points to the fact that communities are not either 
spatial or relational. Instead, they are formed through social interactions and networks 
that are simultaneously materially and relationally emplaced.

While some sociological perspectives argue that urban, diverse communities weaken 
affective ties in local communities (Putnam 2007), Back’s (2009) work in South-East 
London affirms the importance of understanding how places change over time to 
assess how kinship and belonging develop in specific contexts, a perspective that is 
lost in much quantitative research. Our view is aligned with scholars such as Back 
(2009), emphasising the need to rethink the categories used to describe communities 
and, rather than decrying the decrease in social cohesion, embrace the demographic 
changes that bring new types of solidarity.

Our paper understands community as resilient and evolving in the face of rapid social 
change. While some emphasize the erosion of traditional bonds in cities, others highlight 
the adaptive capacity of communities to form new types of relationships. Whether 
through neighbourhoods (Swaroop and Morenoff 2006), public spaces (Jacobs 1961; 
Sennett 1974) or virtual networks (Castells 2004), community remains central to under
standing urban life. We contribute to this debate by using peer research to capture an 
“insider” perspective of local communities in Greenwich, provided by the vantage point 
afforded by the peer research process.

A relational way of understanding community in Greenwich: from cradle 
of racism to Borough of Sanctuary

Greenwich’s socio-economic transformation reflects changes in the communities living in 
the area and experiences of peer researchers and participants are closely intertwined with 
the social history of the borough. Human geography complements and enriches the 
sociological debate, articulating community in terms of space, place and identity and 
highlights social relations developing in given spaces. Communities are spatial, relational 
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and dynamic, shaped by socio-political, economic and cultural environments which, in 
turn, contribute to forge place (Massey 2005). Communities are not static entities but 
are constantly being made, unmade and remade.

Until the 1990s, Greenwich was a predominantly white Borough, with its central and 
eastern parts (Eltham) in geographical continuity with Kent, identified in the public ima
ginary with the garden of England, given its white hinterland. The Borough is also home 
to Woolwich, a manufacturing stronghold and site of ship building and cable pro
duction, described as “once the heart of the British empire’s military-industrial 
complex” (Bates 2018, 987). Subject to industrial decline from the late 1960s, Greenwich 
saw a rapid shift from manufacturing to the service industry, creating a new middle class 
but, simultaneously, high youth unemployment rates during the 1980s and 1990s. At a 
time when these economic shifts were disrupting the class composition of local resi
dents, immigrants from the Commonwealth had started to arrive in the areas of 
Charlton, Plumstead and Woolwich from the 1950s, so had Gujarati, and Sikhs in the 
1960s and Vietnamese, Somali and refugees from other parts of Africa during the 
1980s and 1990s (Hewitt 2005).

Seismic shifts in Greenwich’s economy and class composition during the 1980s and 
1990s contributed to poor housing, leading to predominantly white and aggressively 
racist communities fuelled by the nascent BNP and National Front. In those years, 
Greenwich saw series of racially motivated murders by white gangs, including the 
murder of Stephen Lawrence in 1993, a particularly impactful event for British 
society as it led to the Macpherson report (1999), a public admission of institutional 
racism in the police.2 The Macpherson report drove public discussions on race 
relations, legal and policy reforms, and brought public attention to issues of racial vio
lence and discrimination (Hewitt 2005). Whilst Stephen Lawrence’s murder and the 
MacPherson report had a profound cultural impact, highlighting the violent racism 
faced by Black and minority ethnic communities in the UK, it however had little 
impact on dismantling institutional racism (Lea 2000). Some of the participants of 
this research witnessed this moment in British history and were at the receiving end 
of racial violence during this time.

Today, 37.5% of Greenwich’s population are migrants, defined by being born outside 
of the UK (ONS 2023). A quarter of Greenwich’s residents are from Black African or Carib
bean backgrounds and a fifth are from Asian backgrounds (ONS 2023). Labour holds a 
strong majority in the council, having led the council continuously since 1971 
(Heywood and Loftus 2023). The borough has an active civil society committed to work 
with the local authority to gain and maintain Sanctuary status, an award conferred by 
the City of Sanctuary organisation, committing in this way to a sustained effort to 
make Greenwich a welcoming place for migrants. In Greenwich, as in other Boroughs 
and Cities of Sanctuary, the concept of “sanctuary” is the campaigning focus for civil 
society organisations mobilising to create integration at a local level by providing advo
cacy and advice to access a connected bricolage of local services. In this sense, the 
Borough has undergone a profound transformation during the past four decades and 
is now exhibiting a rich tapestry of different people and an active civil society mobilising 
for migrants’ rights.

This paper is situated within migration studies and aims to understand the role of com
munity in enabling belonging in a specific urban context, the London Borough of 
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Greenwich, where our research and community organising takes place. It aims to shed 
light on how migrants make sense of their own experience of making Greenwich their 
home. Without wanting to idealise the local scale as an idyllic site for social cohesion 
(Back 2009 Massey 2005), in this paper we understand local communities as liminal 
spaces where negotiations with local authorities and a range of services happens daily. 
Fully understanding the local presence of migrants and racialised people also means deci
phering transnational and global connections this presence entails, which is however 
beyond the scope of this paper.

Methodology

This paper draws on 25 interviews conducted by peer researchers who themselves are 
migrants living in Greenwich. Peer research is a form of Participatory Action Research 
(PAR) where community members with experience of the issue being studied contribute 
to the research process, using their contextual understanding to ground the knowledge- 
creation process and catalysing findings into action (Yang and Dibb 2020). Despite its 
strengths, peer research also poses challenges: for instance, scholars have reported 
peer researchers’ confusion about their roles, with data collection turning into counselling 
sessions (Logie et al. 2012). Ethically, Wilson, Kenny, and Dickson-Swift (2018) found that 
peer research continues to offer greater benefits to academic researchers than the com
munity where it is conducted. Notwithstanding its challenges, peer research is a suitable 
methodology for generating valuable bottom-up knowledge. It can facilitate peer 
researchers’ access to careers in fields like research which have higher entry barriers for 
marginalised groups, as it happened to one of our peer researchers. Yet we concur 
with Pincock and Bakunzi (2021) that conditions for academic research production and 
funding are not always fit for the required ongoing mentoring and support of peer 
researchers by academic researchers, often themselves time poor and with tight research 
budgets to manage.

As social justice committed scholars, we use peer research because it involves commu
nity members in the research process, instead of doing research “on” them. The peer 
research approach calls for a questioning of the peer researchers’ positionality and our 
own. At the time of the research, one of us was an Associate Professor and the other a 
PhD student at a post-1992 university. Both of us were involved in community organising 
through the Greenwich’s Borough of Sanctuary group, representing our university. 
Although we are also migrants, our White European ancestry has contributed to our pri
vileged position, evident in the fact we were able to conduct this research in academic 
roles, while the peer researchers involved were all racialised women, mostly from 
former British colonies and – at the time of the research – did not hold permanent 
jobs. In this sense, rather than countering them per se, peer research makes visible 
power imbalances in the knowledge production process. In our case, we entered the 
process as experts in research, we trained and oversaw the peer researchers’ work, and 
were in charge of their reimbursement. Peer researchers, on the other hand, were 
largely novices in research and were at the receiving end of the training, supervision, 
expense reimbursements and payment in vouchers. As neither of us lives in Greenwich 
and given our relatively privileged position of navigating the UK’s immigration system 
as European migrants with settled status, we are largely outsiders to the groups we are 
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studying (Nowicka and Ryan 2015). Using peer research, however, meant that qualitative 
data could be collected by insiders to Greenwich’s migrant communities. The research 
process was also action-oriented as it equipped peer researchers with new skills and 
knowledge which they can draw on for their activism. Two civil society organisations, 
LRMN and GrIP, recruited the peer researchers and provided a venue for the training. 
Over two sessions in February 2023, we trained the peer researchers in foundational 
research principles, including research(er) integrity, methods and ethics. Once the data 
was collected, we listened to peer researchers’ reflections about interviewing and initiated 
a joint analysis of the data.

We co-created interview questions that focused on participants’ experiences of settling 
in Greenwich, barriers in accessing services, and generally their experiences of making 
Greenwich their home. One peer researcher left the project after the training because 
of an unexpected relocation, highlighting how the peer researchers are themselves 
affected by migration policies such as the dispersal scheme and local authority practices 
of providing accommodation for their residents in areas with lower housing demand, 
including outside of London (Walsh 2021). The four remaining peer researchers were 
racialised women whose varying migration journeys to Greenwich intersected with 
their legal statuses and, therefore, had implications for their employment, housing and 
family situations.

Peer researchers conducted interviews from March to April 2023 using purposive and 
later snowball sampling to interview people in their networks who had migrated to the 
UK and were residing in Greenwich at the time. Although demographic information 
was not systematically collected, some aspects of participants’ identities and backgrounds 
became evident in the stories they shared.

Initially, interviews varied greatly in length. Hence, after some pilot interviews, we met 
with the peer researchers to discuss the approach and encouraged in-depth interviewing 
techniques, including using prompts and asking follow-up questions. Reflecting peer 
researchers’ availability, of the twenty-five interviews included in the sample, sixteen 
were conducted by one peer researcher, five by another peer researcher, and the two 
remaining peer researchers conducted two interviews each. While we expected a more 
even distribution, the peer researcher who conducted sixteen interviews offered to 
take on the additional interviews of those with less time.

Following the data collection, in an analysis session peer researchers read an excerpt of 
the transcripts, and together we identified initial themes through manual coding. We 
used the session to reflect on the process and the role of being a peer researcher. Due 
to peer researchers’ shared experience or identity with participants, participants’ stories 
at times resonated with peer researchers’ own difficulties with the immigration system, 
prompting feelings of empathy with research participants’ lives. One peer researcher 
described crying with participants over shared experiences of injustice and struggle, high
lighting how the interview process is not only an exchange of information, but a relational 
moment (Vacchelli 2018). This also points to the emotional cost involved for those 
engaged in research related to their lived experiences who are not afforded the luxury 
of a distanced gaze that is available to academic researchers. Despite the ethical dilemmas 
and inequalities inherent in peer research (see Logie et al. 2012; Wilson, Kenny, and 
Dickson-Swift 2017; Pincock and Bakunzi 2021), for some of the peer researchers, the 
experience was a segue into further paid research employment. One participant was 
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offered a job as a Research Assistant, demonstrating her suitability for the role through 
her experience as a peer researcher.

After the joint analysis session, the data was imported into NVivo and thematically ana
lysed. Some themes from the analysis session were used as initial codes, and new descrip
tive codes were constructed while engaging with the full data set. We then searched for 
meaning across the descriptive codes, using contextual information from the peer 
research process to build themes that would cut across the experiences of a wide 
range of participants. This approach helped our understanding of the interview data 
within the wider context of a peer research process and the rich, albeit complex, data 
it produces.

Findings: the paradox of belonging

Research participants shared a range of personal stories of migration and settlement in 
Greenwich. Some had been living in the Borough for over thirty years, others had 
arrived only 1.5 months prior to the interview. The conditions during the time of arrival 
in Greenwich reflected immigration policies, the government’s stance on immigration 
and, for long-standing migrants, the climate of racial violence in Greenwich during the 
1990s. Participants arrived in the UK under different circumstances, including from 
former British colonies and under nationality or crisis-specific resettlement schemes, 
such as the “Homes for Ukraine” scheme. As the first interview question was how long 
participants had been living in Greenwich, we have data for all participants, demonstrat
ing the range of time they have lived in Greenwich (see Appendix 1).

The thematic analysis carried out here reflects paradoxical experiences of community 
life: on the one hand, participants referred to solidarity through their social networks and 
local groups advocating for migrant justice. We also witnessed peer-to-peer solidarity 
unfolding through the research process itself. On the other hand, hostile immigration nar
ratives and policies infiltrate community life, evident in participants’ experiences of racism 
but also in the ways in which participants themselves internalised some narratives hostile 
to immigrants. This included participants reproducing racial tropes depicting certain 
groups as inherently more violent or expressing gratitude or questioning their deserving
ness of welfare services. The complexity of belonging leads us to conceptualise it here as a 
paradox consisting of the co-existence of the feeling of being part of a community and at 
the same time recognising racism in the past and in the present. In some cases, the 
paradox of belonging also means that, as racialised migrants, some participants have 
internalised racist discourses. Throughout this section, we changed names of research 
participants into pseudonyms.

Experiencing belonging and solidarity

Belonging
Independent from idealised notions of community, the reality lived in Greenwich is one of 
spontaneous coming together of racialised groups particularly in areas deemed “unsafe” 
or undesirable for other reasons. Low house prices meant that immigrants moved to an 
area, and this multiculture is reflected for instance in market stalls catering for diverse 
food traditions. Participants recount finding a range of foods from their country of 
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origin in the market, as well as hairdressers and barber shops catering for Black hair. 
Jonathan, for instance, said: 

I used to travel all the way from Woolwich to Deptford or Hackney to cut my hair. […] There 
wasn’t much Black people, and because of the way Greenwich Council have been willing to 
encourage ethnic minorities to settle down, look at the rate and the level migrants are in 
Woolwich now. You can hardly go out without meeting people from different nationalities. 
(Jonathan)

Jonathan highlights not having to travel far to get his hair done as a positive development 
speaking to the multiculturalism of the borough. Interestingly, Jonathan sees it as an 
intentional strategy by Greenwich council to “encourage ethnic minorities to settle 
down”, rather than a spontaneous pattern influenced by a multiplicity of factors. In 
other comments, it was visible how living in a multicultural borough meant being able 
to access a range of international food. 

there’s nothing in Nigeria that he cannot find in the Woolwich market, but there are so many 
things in Woolwich market that you cannot see in Nigeria […] I tell you, Borough has been 
wonderful. They accommodate people to put their wares to merchandise. Give them an 
opportunity just to satisfy the people in the Borough. (Ibrahim)

Ibrahim commends Greenwich’s diversity as contributing to his ability to source the food 
from his country, including items that are notoriously difficult to obtain. Compared to the 
previous comment, he sees the role of the council as allowing for migrants to settle in the 
area when he notes that “they accommodate people”. As in the quote above, participants 
highlight diversity (of food, services, cultural practices) as positive and contributing to 
their feelings of belonging.

Solidarity
Participants described how they received help as a form of experiencing solidarity in the 
community. A few participants expressed a notion that people don’t help each other out 
anymore, for instance when noting that: “They’re just busy in their own lives and stuff and 
no one bothers to help you” (Aisha). However, even when participants did not name it as 
such, they mentioned intentional, everyday solidarity with others, thus exposing a 
paradox which in itself contributes to our understanding of communities as complex 
and multilayered. Past forms of solidarity described by participants included when 
Black youths joined up to fight racist thugs in the 1990s, even when this later escalated 
to further violence. Nora notes how she experienced Black children coming together in 
gangs to protect themselves from racist gangs in the wake of Stephen Lawrence’s 
murder, but that these groups later became themselves violent. 

Nora: In the borough, I think what didn’t work well was because when our children 
were growing up, that was when all these gang activities started, do you 
understand?

Interviewer: Yes.
Nora: For me, that didn’t work well at all. It was because of that Stephen Lawrence 

death, that’s why the Black children also started ganging up.
Interviewer: Right, to protect themselves?
Nora: To protect themselves, yes. To protect themselves and–
Interviewer: Then now became a negative thing for them as well.
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Nora: For them, yes. It was through that because they felt scared to go out on their 
own and so they started working together. (Nora)

A few of the participants who had lived in the borough for several years, shared experi
encing solidarity from council employees who helped them to settle in. Safia appreciated 
the support of a council worker in getting her paperwork in order 

Yes, the lady from the council. She took all this in her hand, she did the application for the 
passport for me and my two daughters. She did all this, and she show me how to do the 
birth certificate, I think as well. It’s a lot of stuff. She helped me a lot. She give me that 
feeling like she don’t have anybody else. Just, I’m the only one. [chuckles] I’m sure this is 
not the case, but, yes, she give me that feeling like I’m just the only case she have. (Safia)

As this quote shows, Safia felt welcomed in the borough through the support she received 
from one council officer who took the time to help her with her applications.

Participants described small acts of solidarity in their everyday, for example through 
their extended network who helped them settle in, such as Ibrahim who had an aunt 
already living in the borough when he arrived 1.5 months ago: “I have auntie of mine 
who has stayed in this Borough […]. She knows everywhere in the Borough, and she has 
always been guiding me and putting me to where to go, where not to go, what to do and 
what not to do”. These forms of solidarity, between newer and more established migrants, 
from council and civil society actors show them as acts of care filling the void from lack of 
state support. For instance, Betty, who has No Recourse to Public Funds, a status that 
excludes her from accessing welfare support, relied on the support of her personal 
network while hoping to get the condition lifted. She describes it as challenging to ongo
ingly rely on the same personal network: “When people are really helping you for many, 
many, many years, there will be a time that they will be tired, and that time is now. I’m 
really, really finding it difficult”. As these examples have shown, solidarity from personal 
networks highlighted in the interviews ranged from family to friends, to broader social 
networks that are already settled in the area, employees at councils and charities who 
treat people with respect.

We argue that research processes which engage in “political listening” (Bassel 2017) of 
migrants’ experiences with the aim of fully understanding and empathising with their 
experiences and possibly contributing to improving their material circumstances are in 
themselves forms of solidarity. In this research, the interview process itself can be seen 
as an act of solidarity where peer researchers often prioritised sharing information and 
giving advice over collecting rigorous interview data. In this context, the peer researcher 
interview represents in itself an everyday encounter and a practice of migrant solidarity 
which was set in motion by the research process.

Experiencing and internalising hostility

Experiences of racism
Alongside examples of everyday conviviality in Greenwich, some participants remem
bered racial hatred against them. This was particularly the case for those who arrived 
in Greenwich during the 1990s, with a participant describing how he had been attacked 
by white youths. Oliver, who has lived in Greenwich for 30 years recounts the initial hard
ship he experienced when he firstly arrived – some of it made worse by police racism. He 
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recounts being the object of racist harassment by neighbours in Eltham where he lived 
during the 1990s: 

I can say one thing that changed, especially in Eltham where I live, is that the racism there has 
collapsed or is collapsing. It hasn’t collapsed completely, because I see from certain areas 
there’s still some racial activities going on, which makes me sad. Compared to when I 
came to now, it’s died down, because when I moved in, I can remember I moved in with a 
brand new white car. […] On a Sunday morning, I polish it. I left it, we walked to church. 
By the time we were coming back from church, I met two notes on my windscreen. “You 
Black–” I don’t want to use the language here. “This place is not for you. […] They said, “Every
body warned you. Why do you come here?” That was actually when Stephen Lawrence was 
murdered there. (Oliver)

When Oliver says “racism here has collapsed”, he is referring to what Gilroy (2010) calls 
street-level racial hatred, racism that is expressed in interpersonal encounters, and 
because of its banality, can be easily identified as such. Shortly after this incident, Oliver 
was also faced with institutional racism from the police, who did not believe him when 
his photography shop was broken into, leading to insurance payment not being paid out: 

When I called the police, the police came and said that they did fingerprints that it’s me and 
my wife because we were insured that we robbed ourselves. (Oliver)

Over time, longstanding migrants like Oliver witnessed newer migrants arriving in Green
wich and previous residents of the borough move away, contributing to the multicultural 
and convivial reality of the borough now: 

a lot of them would put their house on sale and they go. They’d sell. Guess what, they would 
be purchased by either a Nigerian or a Ghanaian or a Chinese. Our streets became just like 
that, multicultural street. (Oliver)

While the borough has become more multicultural and racial intimidation by other resi
dents may have declined – even though one could argue that the racist riots in 2024 and 
attacks on immigration hotels in 2025 paint a different picture – institutional forms of 
racism persist. Institutional racism is less easily identifiable, because those who perpetu
ate it “might not profess their commitment to race hierarchy in public after dark but [their] 
actions institutionalise it nonetheless” (Gilroy 2010, 33). Hence when we highlight 
migrants’ sharing their experiences of racism in the 1990s, we refer to the instance of vio
lence they experience which they have been able to identify and name as racism.

Some participants described racism as still alive and constantly affecting racialised 
people in their everyday lives, including some experiences of poor treatment; however, 
some more subtle forms of racism, such as institutional racism, are harder to identify. 
When faced with street-level racial hatred, participants exhibit diverse coping strategies. 
Nora recounts seeking to “overcome” racism by “not letting it affect you”, in this way 
exposing the fact that current neoliberal diversity discourses tend to frame responsibil
ities to overcome racism as individual rather than collective and societal: 

Racism has always been a barrier, but then for me, I didn’t let that overpower me, you under
stand […] I can’t say there was any barrier to be honest, since we have– maybe it was one-off, 
but things worked well for me. When I had to access a job, I was able to have a good job and I 
was able to raise up my children. I was able to access education and everything I needed to 
access. […] Maybe it’s me. They didn’t let anything block me at all, no. (Nora)
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Whilst acknowledging the continued existence of racism, Nora seeks to find individual- 
level strategies to tackle barriers. This shows how neoliberal discourses highlighting indi
vidual responsibility for societal issues become internalised (Gilroy 2013). Framing the 
responsibility to overcome racism as individual rather than collective resonates with 
Nikolas Rose’s (1996) neoliberal critique of community. Neoliberalism places an emphasis 
on individual responsibility in this way, extending the reach of the state to communities in 
subtle ways, maintaining indirect control, as evident, for instance, in multi-agency part
nerships at the urban level taking responsibility for their governance. The idea expressed 
by the above participant that it is her responsibility to overcome racism by not letting it 
overpower her suggests that personal resilience is seen as an antidote to discrimination 
rather than pointing to the duty of communities or indeed the state to address insti
tutional forms of racism.

Internalisation of the hostile environment and perceptions of deservingness
The internalisation of hostile narratives we describe here connects to Frantz Fanon’s work, 
who particularly in Black Skin, White Masks ([1952] 2000), offers a powerful analysis of how 
racism is internalised by the oppressed and how colonised and racialised individuals come 
to see themselves through the lens of the dominant (white, colonial) culture. Fanon 
writes: “The black man wants to be like the white man. For the black man there is only 
one destiny. And it is white” ([1952] 2000, 76). Similarly to the process described by 
Fanon, migrant and racialised people in the UK may inadvertently reproduce dominant 
narratives of exclusion and undeservingness sealed in anti-migration legislation.

In the interviews, we came across various ways in which the participants seemed to 
have internalised narratives of the Hostile Environment. On the one hand, some partici
pants reproduced discriminatory assessments about migrants’ presence in the 
Borough. On the other hand, migrants displayed an internalisation of the Hostile Environ
ment when sharing stories about their gratitude and doubts regarding the deservingness 
of services they received due to their status as migrants in the UK. Interestingly, several 
participants commented on the borough’s racial composition. Although participants 
came to different conclusions about what would constitute an “ideal” racial mix, across 
their comments was an assumption that such an “ideal” racial mix exists and that 
increased immigration into the borough might disrupt it. Amanda, for instance, expressed 
how the council had done a lot of work mixing people in housing, leading to a more 
mixed, and in her eyes, better, racial composition of the borough: 

The council have done a very good job in mixing people in houses. […] Because at that time, 
if you say, “I live in Lewisham.” “Oh, there is a lot of large area and a lot of African. Place is not 
safe. It’s not a–” Now, they can’t say that because now, it’s mixed. You can see any nationality. 
(Amanda)

In the above quote, the presence of African migrants is depicted as not safe, while the fact 
that the area now is more mixed is seen as positive. Another example of the notion that 
there could be an “ideal” racial mix is that of Joseph, who noted how his area had too 
many Asian landlords but is now more mixed: 

You see different kinds of people now. When I came here before, they were just purely Asians, 
but now, a lot of different people comes in. Then when I came in, all the landlords here, like in 
[this] road, I think I was the only Black landlord here. They were all Asians. (Joseph)
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The above quotes illustrate an internalisation of the Hostile Environment by reproducing 
narratives of what an ideal racial mix should look like. In this context, solidarity with new
comers is inhibited as showing solidarity with those in more precarious positions high
lights participants’ own marginality (Gilroy 2010). For similar reasons, some participants 
spoke about the need for security checks at borders and the risk of their own livelihoods 
being further undermined by immigration. When reflecting on difficulties to maintain 
oneself during a “cost of living crisis”, Anna, for example, reproduced the false narrative 
of the UK being overpopulated due to “mass” immigration: “I was saying we hope it 
gets better because the economy is crashing, there is inflation, there is immigration issues, 
overpopulation, people are coming in every day, every minute”.

On the flipside of internalising Hostile Environment discourses, evident in the quote 
above, some participants expressed gratitude for support received while simultaneously 
questioning their deservingness due to their status as migrants and living in a country 
that is not “theirs”. Deservingness was explicitly discussed when participants assessed 
negative experiences of receiving services as allegedly justified by their migrant status. 
For example, in discussing access to healthcare, some recently arrived participants 
acknowledged long wait times but still expressed gratitude, viewing the NHS as better 
than healthcare in their countries of origin. Safia, reflecting on the poor post-natal care 
she received at a local hospital, describes the treatment as appropriate for immigrant 
people: 

I don’t think the hospital at that time is bad, but I think the day I give birth was very bad 
because the staff there, there is no much staff. […] I give birth, and we’ve been in that 
room for long time until they completely finish us, me and my baby. It’s okay for immigrant 
people, it’s okay because this is better than back home by anyhow. (Safia)

Bradby, Humphris, and Padilla (2020) have observed similar attitudes amongst migrant 
women in different European cities. Expressing gratitude despite poor care was referred 
to as “positional gratitude” justified by the person’s awareness of the marginalised pos
ition they occupy in society. The authors link this expression of gratitude to hegemonic 
narratives of welfare chauvinism, which sees migrants as welfare scroungers who use ser
vices that they have not, or not sufficiently contributed to (see Crepaz and Damron 2009). 
In this context, by expressing gratitude despite poor service, migrants have also interna
lised this hostile narrative that deems them undeserving of welfare support.

When talking about welfare and other state services, many participants made their 
identity as a migrant salient to justify sub-standard treatment. Anna, who had multiple 
issues related to being housed in a rural area through the Homes for Ukraine scheme out
lines that as a refugee, she does not feel in a position to complain: 

We should be thankful at least, we were safe. There’s nothing to complain. We were safe. We 
have food to eat, we have a place to stay. As a refugee, to be honest, yes, nothing to complain. 
(Anna)

The notion of not having the right to complain because of one’s status as a migrant 
speaks to an internalisation of the narrow frame of what a “good” and “contributing” 
citizen should be like.

An internalisation of this frame was also visible when Ibrahim explained how, when 
helped by a relative to settle in, he felt like “a good citizen of the Borough, not an 
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anti-Borough person”, implicitly referring to the dominant discourse that sees migrants 
and racialised people as hostile citizens. According to Honig (2001), foreigners are posi
tioned as a problem due to not being fully integrated, while others are seen as naturally 
belonging. While Ibrahim does not use the nation state as his reference point, the 
comment speaks to an ideal of how a good resident should identify. In other comments, 
the nation state is still seen as a reference point for participants, like Betty whose 
comment highlights that the process of settling into the local community and making 
Greenwich her home is embedded in seeing herself as part of the imagined community 
of the nation state (Anderson 1983): “Because somebody who has lived almost for 20 years, 
that person has become part and parcel of that nation”. By having lived in the UK for that 
long, Betty feels she now deserves the right to be seen as a citizen of the country where 
she currently lives.

Discussion and conclusion

In answering our question on exploring community in the London Borough of Greenwich 
as described by a range of established and newer migrants, our research findings are 
articulated around a key paradox that emerged during the thematic analysis of the quali
tative data collected through peer research. The paradox of belonging to the local com
munity is expressed by the simultaneous experience of having found a place to live whilst 
also having experienced discrimination and racism. On the one hand, participants 
appreciate Greenwich, the fact they feel they belong there, and various forms of solidarity 
from other migrants, council officers and civil society organisations. On the other hand, 
the experience of living in Greenwich cannot be understood in separation from being dis
criminated against and racialised in the past and in the present. Our study reveals that 
research participants internalise racist tropes in the way they discuss their own entitle
ments, their community and the place where they live. The data collected through 
peer research importantly reveals that the interview encounter itself can be understood 
as a form of solidarity where peer researchers prioritised advice through empathy with 
research participants over the task of collecting data for the research. Similarly, the 
research designed to collect evidence of migrants’ experience is in itself a form of solidar
ity set in motion by the University allocating the funds for this research, by us as research
ers and community organisers involved in carrying out this work, by the community 
partners facilitating this work, and by the peer researchers themselves in taking up this 
role and during the interview encounter.

Due to the interviews being conducted by non-professional researchers, the data col
lected were complex, in part because of the inconsistency in the peer researchers’ 
approach to interviewing. At times, interview data read more like advice sessions than 
actual strategies for harnessing the sharing of participants’ experiences. This may have 
reflected peer researchers’ understanding of qualitative data collection and was particu
larly evident when they interrupted participants’ stories to ask about services accessed, 
which deprived some interviews of their narrative and story-telling value. At the same 
time, research encounters turning into advice sessions could be read as a form of practi
cing solidarity as the peer researchers – who were more established migrants in Green
wich – sought to share information about local services with newer arrivals, providing 
knowledge that may not be available to participants. Initially, we saw the somehow 
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patchy interviews as a deficiency because of our intention to gather rigorous research 
data, but after closer inspection, we realised this speaks to ethical issues in peer research 
that have been identified by others (in particular the discussion of research versus com
munity needs put forward by Wilson, Kenny, and Dickson-Swift 2017), and also reflects 
one of the core findings of our research, namely how solidarity is practiced from the 
bottom-up in the interview encounter. An in-depth discussion of ethical aspects of 
working with peer research is beyond the scope of this paper.

From the way research participants talk about where they live, they identify their com
munity with material and emplaced relationships grounded in their neighbourhood, 
which shapes and in turn is shaped by social relations based on proximity. The context 
of Greenwich as a neighbourhood, its history of racial violence, its urban transformations 
and layers of diversity, whose stratifications over time have been witnessed by its inhabi
tants, remain central for fully understanding the complexity and contestations around the 
concept of community. We concur that to value the diversity that exists within any social 
group, communities should not be seen as static or bounded but as relational and 
dynamic, shaped by connections that extend beyond their immediate locality. Our 
research, however, demonstrates that the relationality and performativity characterising 
recent understandings of community needs to take into account place-based and 
material experiences of access which are specific to migrant populations. Within the foun
dational dimensions of community identified by Blokland (2017), the role of material 
spaces in shaping community is defined as “access”, which refers to one’s ability to 
move through and inhabit urban spaces. Conceptualized as a spectrum ranging from 
private to public space, for Blokland (2017) community emerges in the middle ground, 
a condition where recurring, low-intensity encounters suspended between the familiar 
and the public generate belonging. In acknowledging the importance of place, Blokland’s 
framing repositions community as an urban and spatial practice, shaped by mobility, 
inclusion and everyday interactions. Our research adds to this framework by demonstrat
ing that, for migrant populations, experiences of belonging and inclusion are selective 
and fraught with contradictions. For some participants, such as Oliver, the private 
spaces of the home can be precarious or insecure, due to racism, undermining stability 
and limiting opportunities to build community networks. For others like Nora, the 
formal openness of public spaces is undercut by exclusionary practices preventing full 
use of public infrastructure and resources, as evident from her fear of gangs, having to 
protect her children from racist violence and rely on spontaneous acts of solidarity by a 
council worker. While public spaces are in theory open to all, migrants often face barriers 
through ID checks, surveillance, distrust from the police (as recounted by Oliver in this 
paper) and fear of immigration enforcement. Migrants frequently rely on community 
assets such as places of worship, organisations, libraries, markets (like Joseph does) 
where recurring interactions foster everyday belonging and relations of trust can be 
established. Yet their ability to move across urban space is shaped by economic factors 
(low income, transport costs) and legal status (asylum dispersal policies as was the case 
for one of our peer researchers, NRPF or gendered dynamics such as perceptions of 
safety and family responsibilities). These specific circumstances narrow the extent to 
which migrants can access broader urban spaces and confine them to specific neighbour
hoods and circuits, revealing that access itself is not just physical but also social and pol
itical: it’s about recognition, rights and safety in everyday life. The everyday nature of this 
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type of interactions happening in communities situated between the public and the 
private is therefore a fragile bridge for migrants into community life and its availability 
depends on a variety of factors which are specific to their paradoxical experiences of 
belonging and exclusion.

Greenwich is the place where the participants of this study live, shop, access services, 
go to the hairdresser and to the doctor. It is where migrant children go to school, where 
parents experience belonging to the place where they live and, at the same time, different 
forms of ongoing exclusion. The community we came across through this work is both 
relational and emplaced, materially situated on the streets of Greenwich, and many of 
the interactions described in the interviews were generated by physical proximity and 
social networks spanning beyond place. In conclusion, our research acknowledges the 
complexities of social relationships without romanticising community as a homogeneous, 
harmonious entity, yet affirms place and its specificities, its history and spatial features as 
central for understanding community and enacting solidarity.

Notes

1. The Hostile Environment is not easily identifiable with a single policy and is better understood 
as an ideological matrix orienting the current government’s legal frameworks and practices. It 
manifests as a sprawling web of immigration controls operating far from ports and border 
controls and in the heart of public services and communities. Its effects reverberate 
beyond the government’s stated target group to affect migrants with regular status, and 
black and minority ethnic (BAME) communities (Griffiths and Yeo, 2021 as cited in Vacchelli 
and Roeschert 2024).

2. Racism involves the construction of hierarchical difference accompanied by imbalance in his
torical, political, social and economic power (Kilomba 2008). Racism is both structural, 
embedded in institutions, and perpetuated in everyday practices.
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Appendix 1.

Pseudonym Time in Greenwich (Months) Time in Greenwich (Years)
1 Ibrahim 1.5 0.17
2 Natalia 3 0.25
3 Jian 3 0.25
4 Folasade 4 0.33
5 Anna 4 0.33
6 Ola 19 1.6
7 Grace 24 2
8 Iqra 48 4
9 Jonathan 60 5
10 Aisha 72 6
11 Nuriya 78 6.5
12 Cecilia 108 9
13 Femi 120 10
14 Joseph 144 12
15 Sarah 162 13.5
16 Amanda 180 15
17 Sanam 192 16
18 Fiona 204 17
19 Safia 204 17
20 Betty 210 17.5
21 Malik 240 20
22 Amy 360 30
23 Joshua 360 30
24 Oliver 360 30
25 Nora 456 38
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