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40
Smartphones: Digital Infrastructures 

of the Displaced

Koen Leurs and Jeffrey Patterson

 Introduction

Smartphones are material, portable, embodied, and a"ective artefacts. In this 
chapter, the various meanings, roles, and usages smartphones play in the lives 
of displaced migrants will be assessed by unpacking smartphones as infra-
structures. We provide an overview of research on transnationally displaced, 
digitally connected migrants. Our focus is particularly on studies on and with 
refugees #eeing from armed con#ict or in fear of prosecution based on race, 
gender, sexual orientation, or religion—but we are also cognisant of the unjust 
and detrimental ‘categorical fetishism’ of labelling mobile populations 
(Crawley and Skleparis 2018, p. 49). During the so-called European refugee 
crisis in 2015, when newspapers featured photos of refugees taking sel%es 
upon safe arrival on European shores, discussions erupted among politicians 
and social media circuits about whether smartphone-owning migrants were 
bogus asylum seekers. However, over time many came to realise that for 
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displaced migrants smartphones are not luxury items, but bare essentials for 
survival and transnational communication. In their Connecting Refugees 
report, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees estimates that 
68 per cent of refugees living in urban areas have an Internet-enabled phone 
(versus 22 per cent in rural areas) (UNHCR 2016). !rough notions includ-
ing ‘connected migrants’ (Diminescu 2020), the ‘smart refugee’ (Dekker et al. 
2018) and the ‘connected refugee’ (Smets 2018), scholars are exploring the 
roles of smartphones in the lives of the displaced (e.g. Mancini et al. 2019). 
Displacement results in changing media routines and ‘media-related needs’ 
(Bellardi et al. 2018, p. 25). In this chapter, we map the conceptual contours 
of these emerging discussions in the %elds of media, communication, migra-
tion studies, cultural anthropology, geography, and human rights. Scholarship 
on the role of smartphones is but one example of the emergent interdisciplin-
ary research focus on ‘digital migration studies’ (Leurs and Smets 2018) that 
studies migration in and through smartphones, data%cation, and digitally 
networked technologies.

By addressing smartphones as a component of the wider migration infrastruc-
ture, our aim is to move beyond fetishising the device and chart scholarship 
across the nexus of migrant-centric and non-migrant-centric scholarship and 
media-centric and non-media-centric approaches (see also Alencar 2020. By tak-
ing infrastructures as an analytic lens, scholars have begun to open up the ‘black 
box of migration’ (Lindquist et al. 2012) over the course of the last decade. !is 
approach addresses migration as a constellation of non-migrants and migrants 
and human and non-human actors. !e increased attention for infrastructures 
can be understood as part of a broader ‘moment when a variety of scholars across 
a range of disciplines have brought the topic of infrastructures out of the expert 
seclusion of policy, engineering and technology development into the more open 
daylight of anthropology, sociology, political science, and urban studies’ 
(Appadurai 2015, p.xii). Migration infrastructure, as argued by Biao Xiang and 
Johan Lindquist, refers to ‘the systematically interlinked technologies, institu-
tions, and actors that facilitate and condition mobility’ (2014, p. 122). In par-
ticular, we build on Marie Gillespie et al. (2018) who took up an ‘infrastructural 
lens’ to research the ‘digital passage’ of Syrian refugees to Europe. !rough this 
lens, they ‘capture the dialectical dynamics of opportunity and vulnerability, and 
the forms of resilience and solidarity, that arise as forced migration and digital 
connectivity coincide’ (Gillespie et al. 2018, p. 1).

!is chapter focuses on three distinct ways in which smartphones are stud-
ied in the context of displaced migration, as part of infrastructures of (1) 
survival and surveillance, (2) transnational communication and emotion 
management, and (3) digital self-representation. Although we seek to provide 
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an overview of scholarship on smartphones and displacement from across the 
world, our own %eldwork research has mostly concentrated on young ‘con-
nected migrants’ residing in Europe. It includes work with young Syrian refu-
gees, understanding their smartphones as personal pocket archives (Leurs 
2017), as well as transnational and local digital connections maintained by 
gay displaced migrants and expatriates living in Amsterdam, the Netherlands 
(Patterson and Leurs 2019). !roughout the three sections below, we aim to 
be attentive to the dialectic of structure and agency, subordination and 
empowerment.

 Survival and Surveillance

In this section we discuss the usage of smartphones to assist in mapping jour-
neys, maintaining transnational connectivity, as well as to access information 
during pre-migration, in-transit, and post-migration journeys. Developing 
the notion of ‘smartphone travelling,’  Judith  Zijlstra and van Ilse  Liempt 
(2017) focus on the role of smartphones in the journeys of irregular migrants 
from Turkey towards various destinations in Europe. !ey %nd ‘mobile tech-
nology shapes and facilitate parts of the journey—like, for example, decisions 
on routes and modes of travel, %nal destinations and the %nancing of irregular 
migration’ (Zijlstra and van Liempt 2017, p. 174). Zijlstra and van Liempt 
(2017) also demonstrate that smartphones, besides a relevant research topic, 
o"er new means to conduct research; in their case they incorporated smart-
phones as a tool in their trajectory ethnography as an additional means of 
following their participants across online and o&ine spaces. During their 
journeys, smartphones enable migrants to facilitate their routes through GPS 
navigation, to maintain contact with smugglers, to send and access remit-
tances and to place distress phone calls in case of emergencies. In his %eldwork 
with Congolese migrants and trans-Saharan migration, Max  Schaub notes 
that although phones may facilitate migration as they allow migrants ‘to tie 
together novel, geographically expansive networks,’ an expanded ‘communi-
cation infrastructure’ (i.e. mobile phone coverage) is only one of the factors 
that turn a region into a ‘transitable’ one (2012, p. 126).

In Europe and the United States, refugee-led and oriented Facebook and 
WhatsApp groups have been popularised as a ‘TripAdvisor for refugees’ 
(Latonero and Kift 2018), but everyday realities are more complex. Displaced 
migrants have been found to struggle in navigating their ‘information needs’ 
(Maitland 2018, p.  6) in a complex information landscape, a continuum 
which researchers have described as ranging from situations of harsh 
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‘information precarity’ (Wall et al. 2017) to the abundance of the ‘mobile 
commons’ shaped by ‘migrant digitalities’ (Trimikliniotis et al. 2015). While 
information precarity concerns ‘the condition of instability that refugees 
experience in accessing news and personal information, potentially leaving 
them vulnerable to misinformation, stereotyping, and rumors that can a"ect 
their economic and social capital’ (Wall et al. 2017, p. 240), Nicos Trimikliniotis 
et al. (2015) de%ne the mobile commons as follows:

!e invisible knowledge of mobility circulates between the people on the move 
(knowledge about border crossings, routes, shelters, hubs, escape routes, resting 
places; knowledge about policing and surveillance, ways to defy control, strate-
gies against bio- surveillance, etc.), but also between trans-migrants attempting 
to settle in a place (knowledge about existing communities, social support, edu-
cational resources, access to health, ethnic economies, micro-banks, etc.). (p. 53)

As such, displaced populations face the challenge to locate, assess, and ver-
ify information about routes, procedures, and rights. For example, 
Rianne Dekker et al. argue, ‘Syrian asylum migrants prefer social media infor-
mation that originates from existing social ties and information that is based 
on personal experiences’ (2018, p. 1). !e emphasis on ‘smart’ journeys and 
‘smart’ refugees centres the technology. Exploring ‘the digital force in forced 
migration,’ Saskia Witteborn’s (2018) in-depth case study with two female 
asylum seekers in Germany suggests moving beyond a ‘technocentric’ focus 
by considering how ‘imagined a"ordances’ (p. 21) interact with institutional 
expectations and norms such as gender relations.

While humanitarian discourse and scholarly research on refugee experi-
ences celebrate smartphones as empowering tools, greater attention is needed 
for the ways in which becoming a digital refugee through the use of digital 
devices and smartphones also means being imbricated in infrastructures of 
surveillance. In the words of Maria Jumbert et al., ‘smartphones have gone 
from being seen as a vital resource for refugees, to becoming a tool of surveil-
lance regarding their background and entitlement to international protection’ 
(2018, p. 2). Marka Latonero and Paula Kift similarly summarise that refu-
gees through their ‘digital passage’ to Europe, which is mediated by smart-
phones, social media, and networked technologies, co-shape an ‘infrastructure 
for movement’ which simultaneously also operates as an infrastructure of 
‘control’ (2018, p. 1). !e European Commission, for example, describes how 
Europe’s border patrol agency (Frontex) and the European Police O'ce 
(Europol) increasingly tap into social media for migration monitoring, pre-
dictive analytics, and investigation:
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Frontex primarily focuses on social media monitoring for preventive risk analy-
sis purposes (e.g. performing analyses on irregular migration routes, to inform 
Member States who can then tailor responses to new phenomena). Europol on 
the other hand is involved in both the prevention and investigation aspects. 
(European Commission, European Migration Network 2016)

On the basis of locational data shared through social media platforms, in- 
transit displaced migrant populations in speci%c geographic regions can also 
be micro-targeted. For example, Facebook has been noted to collaborate with 
the Danish government to support their deterrence campaign. Although still 
relatively small in scale, smartphone and social media data are increasingly 
used to verify travel routes and asylum claims. In Germany, after extracting 
data from asylum seekers’ phones was legalised in 2017, over 8000 phones 
were searched in a period of six months (Brenner and Frouws 2019). In 
response to these practices and rumours, asylum seekers have been noted to 
adapt and restrict their digital practices (Leurs 2017). In sum, the smartphone 
provides a materially grounded entry point to address the workings of the 
proliferating ‘ban-opticon’ which separates the ‘kinetic elite’ who have the 
right to travel and cross borders with ‘the majority’ from those who do not 
(Morley 2017, p. 80)

 Transnational Communication 
and Emotion Management

Migrants manage daily life in a new cultural context as they navigate their way 
through new language demands, cultural ideas, customs, and societal expecta-
tions that may not necessarily mirror those from where they migrated. 
Migration scholars have researched at length how human mobility is an 
intense transformative experience for both the migrant and their loved ones 
back ‘home’ (Stephan-Emmrich and Schröder 2018). !e smartphone and 
social media are almost universal communication tools (Taipale 2019) that 
act as a ‘lifeline’ (Alencar et al. 2019; Maitland 2018) to help maintain pre- 
existing family bonds across physical geographical borders. !e study of the 
smartphone and social media as tools for digital (emotional) resilience among 
migrants is not a newly researched phenomenon. !ere is a depth of literature 
that investigates the role of the smartphone and social media as emotional 
resources among transnational families, the ‘networked family’ (Kennedy 
et al. 2008), the ‘digital family’ (Taipale 2019), or the ‘networked household’ 
(Kennedy and Wellman 2007); it helps geographically displaced family 
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members maintain the bi-directional exchange of emotional support (Baldassar 
et al. 2016). While it is crucial to acknowledge how transnational families are 
able to exchange reciprocal feelings of connectedness and togetherness 
(Patterson and Leurs 2019) through co-presence (Diminescu 2020; Baldassar 
et al. 2016), a multi-belonging and virtual feeling of being ‘here and there,’ 
also deserving of consideration is the examination of how the smartphone and 
social media can cause emotional disruption within transnational families. 
!is section touches upon how the smartphone and social media contribute 
to the sense of social coherence and the positive emotional well-being of dis-
placed migrants and their families back ‘home,’ while also considering the 
emotional labour of ‘permanent connectivity’ (Serrano-Puche 2015) and col-
liding family expectations (Wise and Velayutham 2017) and the extent to 
which these have obverse e"ects.

Smartphones and social media can be seen as valued tools that o"er satisfy-
ing emotional grati%cation for transnational families. A breadth of literature 
highlights how the smartphone and social media positively impact displaced 
migrants’ emotional well-being. !e multiple modalities (text, voice, photo, 
and video messages) of many social media apps, such as WhatsApp and Skype, 
may increase feelings of belonging and emotional well-being among displaced 
migrants and their families (Stephan-Emmrich and Schröder 2018; Taipale 
2019). !e digital interaction through video is a useful tool to help transna-
tional families cope and manage with everyday stressors and anxiety as a result 
of their disrupted lives (Díaz Andrade and Doolin 2019; Serrano-Puche 
2015). For many digital families, FaceTime and Skype are ‘total communica-
tion tools’ because of their low/no cost and the (almost) face-to-face interac-
tion it a"ords; it can feel as if they are in each other’s physical space (Nedelcu 
and Wyss 2016). Mirjam Twigt describes how Iraqi refugee households in 
Amman, Jordan, draw on these ‘a"ective a"ordances’ in negotiating waiting 
as a form of ‘mediation of hope’ (2018, p. 1). In working with young Somalis 
stranded in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, awaiting family identi%cation, Koen Leurs 
charted means of transnational communication with parents who arrived in 
Europe and elsewhere through the notion of ‘transnational a"ective capital’ 
(2014, p. 87). Virtual visual connectedness, the ability to see the facial expres-
sions and body movements of those geographically distanced, can often make 
the expressions and interpretations of emotions easier. Although the many 
modalities of smartphones can positively contribute to the emotional well-
being of the members within transnational families, transnational co- presence 
can have obverse e"ects (Wise and Velayutham 2017).

!e everyday lived experiences of displaced migrants and the expectations 
and beliefs of their families back ‘home’ can collide, which may eventually 
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create tension leading to the deterioration of communication (Belloni 2019). 
Sakari Taipale (2019) highlights how the smartphone and social media can 
make the displaced migrant feel transnationally connected yet emotionally 
drained. !e intensities of guilt, shame, worry, and frustration relating to the 
safety, health, and emotional well-being of themselves and their families can 
implicate transnational connectedness (Nedelcu and Wyss 2016), especially 
among those who #ed from armed con#ict including civil war (Patterson and 
Leurs 2019). Constant connectivity requires a set of negotiations—what is 
vocalised and what is left unsaid (to avoid upsetting the other), the regularity 
of communication, and sometimes the (unrealistic) expectations of the refu-
gee from their family back ‘home’ (Wise and Velayutham 2017). Milena Belloni 
(2019) addressed the issue of avoidance in her study, suggesting it is the con-
trasting expectations between the refugee and their family that sever transna-
tional family connections. Transnational co-presence can often leave refugees 
feeling ‘pressure to communicate daily’ and to send money, everyday material 
objects, and gifts (Serrano-Puche 2015; Wise and Velayutham 2017) back to 
their homeland; this can be experienced as an emotional burden (Witteborn 
2015), an emotional labour (Hochschild 2008), and mentally taxing for both 
the refugee and their family. Consequently, the migrant chooses to limit or 
avoid their use of smartphones and social media to maintain transnational 
co-presence, which paradoxically is important for, and may arguably posi-
tively a"ect, the displaced migrants’ emotional well-being.

 Digital Self-Representation

!rough sel%es, videos, text messages, and audio recordings, smartphones are 
portable archives charged with memories of past, present, and future lives—
living archives of atrocities and injustices. !is section explores how these 
self-representations contribute to a new archive of cultural heritage of diverse 
life upon arrival and whether it may sustain for an expansion of the com-
monly narrow representational stereotyping of displaced migrants. Leurs 
developed the notion of the smartphone as a pocket archive as a way to ‘take 
serious young refugees’ own digital archives as important sites of alternative 
knowledge production’ (2017, p. 686). In co-creating knowledge with young 
Syrians by discussing photos, videos, texts, and social media posts stored on 
their smartphones, rich insights were established. Patterns range from identi-
ties performed for local and transnational audiences, human right violations, 
discrimination, and ‘frustrations of not being able to control one’s life course, 
having to make do with harsh external circumstances, lengthy procedures and 
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seemingly arbitrary decisions’ (Leurs 2017, p. 686). In her work on ‘undocu-
mented storytellers,’  Sarah Bishop (2019) describes how undocumented 
immigrants growing up in New York City engage in narrative activism online 
and o&ine. She argues that the desire to express their voice digitally weighs 
heavier than risks which include hateful and xenophobic responses: ‘Digital 
reclaimant narratives serve more than a single purpose, and the narrators 
demonstrate how the act of story sharing online may serve as a path to self- 
actualization, help to mitigate one’s fear and uncertainty, o"er a means for 
communal coping, or satisfy a sense of responsibility’ (2019, p. 108). Analysing 
Meskhetian Turks who have dispersed over nine countries, Nurhayat Bilge 
describes how this refugee community mobilise social media for ‘cultural 
identity preservation’ (2018, p. 1). Maria Rae et al. studied digital practices of 
refugees kept in Australian-managed o"shore detention centres on Manus 
and Nauru and show how smartphones and social media ‘enable detained 
asylum seekers to conduct an unmediated form of self-represented witnessing 
that exposes human rights abuses and documents justice claims’ (2018, 
p. 479). Behrouz Boochani’s non-%ction book No Friend But the Mountains: 
Writing from Manus Prison (2018) also demonstrates how displaced popula-
tions may mobilise smartphones and digital networks to make human rights 
claims. Boochani, an Iranian Kurd, wrote his book on smartphones that were 
smuggled into the o"shore processing centre. He sent poems and full chapters 
through text and voice messages to his translator Omid To%ghian through 
WhatsApp:

A war waged with numbers /
A numbers war /
!e frisking hands of the Papus /
!e imposing stares of the Australian o'cers /
!e prisoners trapped in a tunnel of tension /
A huge feature of everyday life for the prisoners /
Day to day…/
A monstrous part of life /
!is is what life has become, after all…/
!is is one model constructed for human life /
Killing time by leveraging the queue as a technology /
Killing time through manipulating and exploiting the body /
!e body left vulnerable /
!e body an object to be searched /
Examined by the hands of others /
!e body susceptible to the gaze of others /
A program for pissing all over life. (Boochani 2018, p. 228)
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Attending to refugee acts of contestation and activism is imperative, accord-
ing to Ludek Stavinoha to ‘avoid reifying the %gure of the mute refugee so 
deeply embedded in the humanitarian imaginary’ (2019, p. 1212). Building 
on %eldwork on the Greek island of Chios, he ‘explores how refugees assert 
themselves as political subjects through communicative acts of citizenship—
everyday forms of resistance against the border regime enacted in and through 
diverse media networks’ (Stavinoha 2019, p. 1212).

!e recent #SaveRahaf social media campaign is another example that 
demonstrates how refugees may strategically deploy smartphones and social 
media to make human rights claims. Rahaf Mohammed Alqunun, an 
18-year- old Saudi woman, #ed Saudi Arabia to seek asylum in Austria. She 
was stopped and detailed by !ai authorities while in transit. Her passport 
was taken by o'cials, and she was put in an airport hotel room awaiting 
deportation. She was able to keep her smartphone, allowing Alqunun to 
communicate her pleas through tweets and videos. She tweeted, ‘based on 
the 1951 Convention and the 1967 Protocol, I’m rahafmohmed, formally 
seeking a refugee status to any country that would protect me from getting 
harmed or killed due to leaving my religion and torture from my family’ 
8.04 PM—6 Jan 2019, Rahaf Mohammed ˰̫˩̫̚ ǵ̵ (Mohammed 2019). Her 
plea went viral which was ampli%ed by human rights organisations and 
activists. !is led to UNHCR putting in an o'cial request to Canada, 
which resulted in her being airlifted and granted asylum within a week from 
starting her campaign (Brenner and Frouws 2019). !e question arises: how 
mainstream news media and host societies respond to these voices being 
inserted in the mediated arena?

At the height of the so-called European refugee crisis, the smartphone and 
sel%e-taking refugees became a point of concern in mainstream news media 
coverage: smartphone-carrying displaced migrants did not %t with the image 
of the destitute refugee. !ere is a longer history of projection of fears over 
migrants’ media and technology use as symbol of segregation and threat: the 
satellite dish, the Internet café, and now most notably the smartphone. 
Focusing on Western news media coverage of refugee smartphone practices, 
Lilie Chouliaraki scrutinises how the remediation of migrant-related sel%es 
(photos of refugees taking sel%es) operates as a site of ‘symbolic bordering,’ as 
their ‘digital testimonies’ are commonly marginalised (2017, p. 78) (see also 
Pitt, this volume). In contrast with photos of refugees taking photos, 
Roopika Risam in her quantitative analysis of US and UK news media found 
that the sel%es refugees take themselves function as a form of ‘self- representation 
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that produces agency, creates communities, and resists the inscription of refu-
gees as objects of knowledge’ (2018, p.  58). Similarly, Kaarina  Nikunen 
focuses on the ‘sel%e-activism’ in the ‘once I was a refugee’ social media cam-
paign in Finland and found that it ‘expanded the “space of appearance” and 
introduced new voice and visuality to the public debate,’ but also emphasised 
the di'culties of decoupling from expected performances of ‘deservingness’ 
(2019, p. 154). Scholars have also begun to address to what extent these new 
digital voices elicit responses. Natalia Sánchez-Querubín and Richard Roger’s 
digital methods study of tourist responses on TripAdvisor to the mediated 
presence of refugees and ‘media journeys’ reveals fearful responses that mark 
an ‘interrupted tourist route’ (2018, p. 1). On a larger scale, Jeanine Guidry 
et al. (2018) compare #refugee hashtag posts on Instagram and Pinterest to 
locate expressions of hostility and solidarity; they %nd an overemphasis on 
security concerns. Finally, focusing on media witnessing, Zakaria Sajir and 
Miriyam Aouragh (2019) re#ect on the impact of the heavy mediatisation of 
images of Alan Kurdi, a three-year-old whose dead body washed ashore in 
Bodrum, Turkey, in 2015, and Omran Daqneesh, a %ve-year-old whose photo 
was taken when he was sitting covered in blood and shell-shocked in the back 
of an ambulance, right after a bomb attack in Syria. !eir study shows ‘that 
although shocking images can awaken compassion toward the oppressed, they 
do not necessarily translate into movements of solidarity, but can rather 
degenerate into ine"ective forms of pity’ (Sajir and Aouragh 2019, p. 550). In 
sum, digital self-representations on the micro-political and intersubjective 
level o"er forms of agency, but their impact on the overall structure of exclu-
sionary and stereotypical mediation remains partial and paradoxical.

 Conclusions

In this chapter, we addressed the smartphone from the perspective of infra-
structure. Infrastructure scholars raise awareness that besides being commonly 
rendered invisible, infrastructures are furthermore not singular, %xed, or sta-
ble entities that can be simply isolated or demarcated; rather they are com-
monly interpreted as ‘not just as a “thing,” a “system” or an “output,” but as a 
complex social and technological process that enables—or disables—particu-
lar kinds of action’ (Graham and McFarlane 2015, p. 1). Exploring the con-
tours of emerging discussions on the smartphone from %elds including media, 
communication, migration, and information studies as well as anthropology 
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and geography, we discussed three dominant themes: (1) survival and surveil-
lance, (2) transnational communication and emotion management, and (3) 
digital self-representation. While the chapter focused on smartphones as an 
object of research, smartphones can also be seen as important tools for 
research. Championing mobile methods for media and migration research, 
Katja Kaufmann argues the smartphone o"ers two broad ways to ‘engage with 
migrants in inventive, more meaningful ways, to co-produce knowledge’: (1) 
as a means of ‘accompanying migrants in their mobile digital spaces,’ it allows 
researchers to be digitally co-present in the digital practices and journeying of 
migrants and (2) to study automatically and user recorded data through 
‘reconstructing meanings and practices in co-productive data elicitation’ 
(2020, p. 169). !e chapter demonstrates that current scholarship has mostly 
been oriented towards questions around transnational communication, sur-
veillance, and self-representation, while attention to the role of the smart-
phone and digital technologies in local processes of settlement, acculturation, 
and integration remains understudied (for a notable exception, see Alencar 
et al. (2019)). In keeping with Dana Diminescu’s understanding of the pos-
sibilities for ‘co-presence’ of ‘connected migrants’ (2020, p. 74) in being able 
to maintain ties with their home country, as well as being able to forge new 
ties with their host society, greater awareness is needed for their interplay, as 
local and transnational connections are two sides of the same coin.
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