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BOOK REVIEW

Digital lifeline? ICTs for refugees and displaced persons, edited by Carleen
Maitland, Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 2018, 304 pp., £ 38.00 (paperback), ISBN:
9780262535083

Digital lifeline? Contributes with an information perspective to the emerging research agenda
of digital migration studies (Leurs & Smets, 2018). This urgent, interdisciplinary anthology
foregrounds the information needs and practices of multiple stakeholders involved in the
humanitarian community. Sharing a sociotechnical systems angle, the contributors offer a
comprehensive overview of how involved organizations imagine and use the proliferation of
refugee-related information technologies. Importantly, the question mark in the book’s title
refers to the critical stance taken throughout the book, as well as the shared recognition
that ‘questions of technology’s impacts for refugees are not settled’ (p. 5).

Three sections structure the book, which consists of 11 chapters in total. The first section
provides an overview of relevant debates unfolding in the disciplines of legal, political, organ-
izational and information sciences. Analyses offered here are multi-scalar, combining attention
for the international, national, organizational and individual level. ‘Technical perspectives,’
offered in section two range from computer science, information systems and geographic
information science (GIS). Levels of analysis include network access, information systems,
apps and big data analytics. The final section synthesizes and translates findings into policy
directions and offers new conceptual contours for future research. Chapters follow a similar
structure: each describes, from a specific discipline, empirical findings on how information
needs are variously addressed among relevant actors, contributors subsequently conceptualize
those and raise critical questions about future obstacles, concerns, challenges and ethics.

Section one opens with Galya Ben-Arieh Ruffer’s chapter, which charts the informational
components of refugee status determination. Legal recognition ‘can be a matter of life or
death’, and technological transformations have a disruptive potential. According to Ruffer,
the question arises ‘how can cloud-based technologies better connect legal aid providers,
enable popup and mobile legal clinics, and support the development of strategic litigation
and web training needed to create a pro-bono refugee legal aid corps on a global scale’
(p. 30). Here we see how utopian technological imaginaries of how to address refugee infor-
mation needs’ clash sharply with the geopolitical realities of political reluctance to initiate
this process. In chapter 3, Lyndsey N. Kingston charts the thorny paradox of biometric
identification systems – which involve measurement of physical or behavior characteristics
such as fingerprints, faces, irises, bone-marrow, DNA, voices and keystrokes – that both
offer grounds for identity determination and verification. These are posited as a solution,
but examples of ‘function’ and ‘mission creep’ show ‘protection gaps’ which exacerbate
power hierarchies (p. 42). Function creep refers to the gradual broadening application of
newly developed technologies beyond their intended usage. Function creep of digital refugee
identity technologies might result in privacy breaches or even persecution: the World Food
Programme mines data on what Syrian refugees in the Za’atari camp in Jordan buy from
their personal budgets to ensure refugees maintain healthy diets (Nedden & Dongus, 2018)
and the Myanmar government accesses UNHCR data to control Rohingya refugees upon
their return to Myanmar (Thomas, 2018). Chapters 3 and 4 by Carleen Maitland and Karin
Fisher map (1) the intricacies of information sharing in multi-level governance in refugee ser-
vices and (2) refugees’ information worlds during journeys, while living in camps and making
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home in destination settings respectively. As common technology-driven solutions are govern-
ment or NGO-centered, Fisher importantly concludes that ‘much more work is needed,
especially to create refugee-centred, participatory designs and services that can benefit all’
(p. 104).

Section two opens with chapter 6 by Paul Schmitt and colleagues. They scrutinize the com-
munication infrastructure and map connectivity gaps displaced populations face. Notable
examples are complex spectrum regulations and the unstable performance of cellular carriers
serving Za’atari refugee camp. Chapter 7, written by the editor, offers a systems analysis, ques-
tioning the lack of refugees to manage their own biometric data, the opaque future conse-
quences of data capture, lack of rules on data access and sharing. Furthermore, it’s not only
refugees that are biometrically processed, questions emerge from UNHCR requiring local
staff in Za’atari refugee camp to share their fingerprints to complete time sheets for camp pay-
roll systems (p. 145). Brian Tomaszweski in chapter 8 combines attention for the relevance of
using geographic information systems (GIS) for camp management and planning. From the
perspective of critical cartography, he also highlights that from the point of view of refugees,
GIS operates as a surveillance technology. Refugee-led ‘maptivism’ has not attracted scholarly
attention. The author mentions RefuGIS as an example of Congolese refugees co-mapping
with U.S. students and the UNHCR in the Kigeme camp in Rwanda, demonstrating potential
for collaborative decision-making with those displaced and UN/international non-govern-
mental actors. In chapter 9 Susan F. Martin and Lisa Singh describe the potential of big
data to forecast mass movement of populations – highlighting the key question how to ‘ident-
ify meaningful forced migration-related variables from big data sources’ such as determinants
or triggers of displacement (p. 194).

In chapters 10 and 11 the editor ties different red threads emerging from the anthology
together in providing an information policies overview and conceptualizing cross-cutting
themes. Two key concepts are proposed, (1) the ‘digital refugee’, which revolves around
data and information reflecting individual displaced people ‘the basis for a digital persona
that not only reflects a static picture generated from categorical data, such as gender, nation-
ality, and education level, but also depicts a much richer identity, mirroring and communicat-
ing a refugee’s lived experience, emotions, preferences and passions’ (p. 238). This broad,
holistic understanding raises important questions about how refugees’ digital persona
‘affects refugees’ coping mechanisms, emotional well-being, and resiliency’ (p. 242). The pro-
posal reflects recent pleas to de-fetishize refugees’ digital practices by conducting non-digital-
media-centric analysis of refugee lifeworld’s (e.g., Morley, 2017; Smets, 2018). Secondly, the
notion of ‘digital humanitarian brokerage’ seeks to capture the changing humanitarian sector
by focusing on ‘(1) increasing data sharing […], (2) greater connectivity or refugees and the
displaced […] (3) cultural changes within the sector related to humanitarian reform and
the need to be more open and flexible, and recognize refugees not as beneficiaries but as part-
ners’ (p. 245).

Several aspects have remained under addressed in this otherwise ambitious and laudable
book project: First, the focus is predominantly on refugee protection, what roles can (should?)
information technologies play in provision and participation? Secondly, the growing NGO-
ization is largely taken at face-value, while the overarching political economy of the parallel
proliferation of public-private partnerships demand further scrutiny. Finally, although there
are several pleas made in the book for ethical, refugee-centered information technologies
and scholarly engagement, reflection on the roles information science plays itself as an
actor within the larger migration industry is limited. What are the consequences of using
terms like ‘displaced’ and ‘refugees’ which reflect a broader ‘categorical festishism’ which con-
ceals a geo-political ‘politics of bounding’? (Crawley & Skleparis, 2018). The question arises
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how we as scholars are also implicated in this industry that allows mobility for some and cur-
tails mobility for most – what measures can digital migration scholars take to ensure their
insights (for example on forecasting displacement, predictive analytics or biometrical identifi-
cation) are not co-opted and used to exclude transnationally displaced populations from acces-
sing their legal rights, such as the right to claim for asylum? Refugee-centered sociotechnical
analysis could for example attend more to how ‘digital refugees’ seek to become political sub-
jects in exposing and contesting dominant media and humanitarian discourse (e.g., Stavinoha,
2019).

All in all, this is a long overdue interdisciplinary book, which draws attention to how digital
innovation might alleviate but also exacerbate challenges marginalized and vulnerable groups
like refugees face. I warmly recommend it to graduate students and researchers from fields
including media, communication, and migration studies, geography, sociology, political
science and cultural anthropology.

References

Crawley, H., & Skleparis, D. (2018). Refugees, migrants, neither, both: Categorical fetishism and the politics of
bounding in Europe’s ‘migration crisis’. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 44, 48–64.

Leurs, K., & Smets, K. (2018). Five questions for digital migration studies. Social Media + Society, Jan–March, 1–
16. doi:10.1177/2056305118764425

Morley, D. (2017). Communications and mobility. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley.
Nedden, C. Z., & Dongus, A. (2018). Getestet an Millionen Unfreiwilligen (tested on millions of non-volun-

teers). Die Zeit. Retrieved from https://www.zeit.de/digital/datenschutz/2017-12/biometrie-fluechtlinge-
cpams-iris-erkennung-zwang

Smets, K. (2018). The way Syrian refugees in Turkey use media: Understanding “connected refugees” through a
non-media- centric and local approach. Communications: The European Journal of Communicaton
Research, 43, 113–123.

Stavinoha, L. (2019). Communicative acts of citizenship: Contesting Europe’s border in and through the media.
International Journal of Communication, 13, 1212–1230.

Thomas, E. (2018). Tagged, tracked and in danger: How the Rohingya got caught in the UN’s risky biometric
database. Wired. Retrieved from https://www.wired.co.uk/article/united-nations-refugees-biometric-databa
se-rohingya-myanmar-bangladesh

Koen Leurs
Graduate Gender Programme, Department of Media and Culture, Utrecht University

K.H.A.Leurs@uu.nl http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4765-6464

© 2019 Koen Leurs
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2019.1682635

308 BOOK REVIEW

https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118764425
https://www.zeit.de/digital/datenschutz/2017-12/biometrie-fluechtlinge-cpams-iris-erkennung-zwang
https://www.zeit.de/digital/datenschutz/2017-12/biometrie-fluechtlinge-cpams-iris-erkennung-zwang
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/united-nations-refugees-biometric-database-rohingya-myanmar-bangladesh
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/united-nations-refugees-biometric-database-rohingya-myanmar-bangladesh
mailto:K.H.A.Leurs@uu.nl
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4765-6464
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1369118X.2019.1682635&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-01-03

	References

