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Time and displacement: changed temporal experiences 
of refugee families after reunion
Maria Abranches and Nihaya Jaber

School of Global Development, University of East Anglia, Norwich, UK

ABSTRACT
The temporal tensions experienced by refugees in European host 
societies result from a sharp disruption between past and 
present, as well as from the unpredictability of the future. The 
prolonged violence experienced in countries of origin and the 
tactic of time used in bureaucratic forms of domination in 
countries of destination through complex and lengthy procedures 
contribute to the chaos and precarity of the refugee experience. 
Yet how this experience changes in the longer term has received 
limited attention in the literature. This article draws on one year 
of fieldwork using interviews, participatory photography, and film 
with families who have been reunited for one or more years in 
Manchester and Glasgow, UK, to understand the transformations 
that occur after the uncertainty of waiting during asylum and 
family reunion applications has been ‘resolved’. Following the key 
themes identified in our analysis, we look at challenges that 
continue or emerge, temporal possibilities that arise, and people’s 
strategies to balance both, as well as at how these experiences 
are manifested in and through the body. We found that following 
key indeterminate periods of waiting, temporal tensions coexist 
with the capacity to start thinking about the future, embodying a 
more active experience of time.
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Introduction

In Sudan, my balcony … Most airplanes pass by me to reach the airport of Khartoum. Here 
in Glasgow my balcony is faced to Glasgow airport, so that it is like my balcony in Sudan 
(Figure 1).

Refugee populations are subject to multiple temporal tensions. While the decision to flee 
violence, threat or persecution is often abrupt, with mounting danger limiting the time 
available for warning or planning, the journey towards places of destination (and transit) 
tends to be long, fragmented, and uncertain (Collyer 2007). Upon arrival, those without 
regular status experience a rushed sense of time and an accelerated frenzy, generated by 
fear of sudden detention or deportation (Griffiths 2014; Rotter 2016). Yet when an 
asylum application is in place, the slowness of the process can entail years of waiting 
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for a decision. This experience of slowness and waiting was defined by Griffiths (2014) as 
‘sticky’ or ‘suspended’ time, a period characterised by prohibitions to work, unsuitable 
accommodation and limited opportunities for social or personal progress, where time, 
although extended, feels oppressive rather than abundant due to the anxiety involved. 
‘Sticky’ and ‘suspended’ time is experienced more often by asylum seekers during the 
first months or years of their journey in countries of destination, when other elements 
of vulnerability, such as isolation, unfamiliar environments, lack of trust, and fear 
create a sense of irrational or meaningless present and obstacles in planning for a 
future. Once refugee status is granted – in the case of successful asylum applications – 
another temporal experience can begin, when plans to bring the family and the 
process of family reunion initiate. Then, As Awab – a Sudanese participant in our 
study – suggests in the quote above, attempts start to be made to help bridge the 
spatial and temporal distance from home (Figure 1). This process, equally slow, is 
more directly related to a life plan – the ‘waiting-as-event’ or ‘active waiting’ defined 
by Bissell (2007), also known as instrumental or situational (Rotter 2016), as opposed 
to an existential form of waiting where the object of waiting is unknown, hidden or, 
in the case of asylum applications, more easily subject to fear and confusion. Although 
also stressful, there is, in family reunion applications, a sense of direction and hope 
associated with renewed possibilities for making a future (Gray 2011).

While the relationship between time and displacement has been explored in the litera-
ture, research that looks at how the experience of time changes after the major temporal 
tensions embedded in the process of asylum and family reunion applications have been 
‘resolved’, is only limited. Drawing on one year of fieldwork using interviews, participa-
tory photography, and film in Manchester and Glasgow, UK, this article addresses this 
gap by focusing on the life period that follows the first year after family reunion – one 
that could on the surface be understood as characterised by stability and permanency. 
Following a conceptual discussion of time and a description of the methods used in 
the study, the next sections will present our findings by looking at the challenges that 
emerge with changes in the experience of time, temporal possibilities that unfold, and 
people’s strategies to balance both, before concluding.

Figure 1. View of Glasgow airport © Awab.
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We focus our analysis of challenges on bodily manifestations of those experiences, 
since pain, suffering and the body emerged as key themes in the narratives of challenges 
that we collected amongst refugee families. An emphasis on the role of the body in 
experiencing and communicating what Coker (2004) named ‘disruption-as-illness’ 
reinforces the need for more social research in this area and its potential in assisting 
support providers, including healthcare, through better understandings of these 
narratives.

Waiting and temporal control

Distinguishing between human time (the experience of the passage of time) and clock or 
calendar time (scientifically measured durational time), scholars have shown how the 
latter is used to exercise power and is the prerequisite for the acquisition of rights 
(Anderson 2020; Cohen 2018; Stronks 2022). The experience of waiting in administrative 
processes can be seen as a form of ‘time theft’, where human time is appropriated and, 
consequently, rights are denied, in what Cohen (2018) has defined as ‘temporal injus-
tices.’ In the migration experience, ‘temporariness’ is thus used as a form of legal 
control, leading to a state of prolonged liminality rather than a linear progression 
towards ‘permanency’ amongst migrants (Anderson 2020; Stronks 2022).

The continuous experience of waiting amongst asylum seekers and refugees in Euro-
pean countries of destination is therefore linked to unequal power relations embedded in 
bureaucratic domination, a form of control that maintains their marginality and compli-
ance. The slowness and uncertainty of both asylum and family reunion processes are, in 
countries like the UK, highly exaggerated, acting as a tool of governmentality that has 
severe material, emotional, and physical consequences for refugees (Fee 2022; Griffiths 
2014). As Fee (2002) contends, refugees are forced to perform an ‘endurance test’ by inte-
grating a programme that, while in principle providing a pathway to their protection, is 
unreliable and expects them to wait in a compliant way, accept new forms of precarity, 
and renounce ownership of their time, ultimately representing them as less deserving.

This has been recently aggravated by the UK’s withdrawal from the EU and the con-
sequent legal and operational vacuum in migration and asylum matters, as well as by the 
2022 Nationality and Borders Act, which introduced a ‘two-tier’ system giving differen-
tial treatment to asylum seekers entering the UK by regular or irregular routes and redu-
cing the rights of the latter, and the subsequent 2023 Illegal Migration Act, which makes 
the asylum claims of anyone crossing the channel through ‘irregular’ means declared 
‘inadmissible’, with the government intending to detain and remove them (Refugee 
Council 2023). The construction of different categories of ‘foreigners’ or ‘others’ has a 
temporal language, as they are defined according to the length of permitted stay, tempor-
ary or permanent residence, specific time frames for renewing permits or seeking a 
change in status, and chronological age markers. The tactic of time used in time- 
limited legal statuses and in the rhythms of lengthy bureaucratic processes produces 
an impact on the lives of refugees in the UK (Allsopp, Chase, and Mitchell 2015). 
Time is therefore not a detached dimension of social life, but a constitutive element of 
people’s experience (Cwerner 2010; Gray 2011).

Similarly, family reunion processes in the UK are caught between the state’s exercise of 
control and bordering practice, and individual human rights. While several declarations 
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and conventions at international level state the need to protect family units (such as the 
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the 1951 Refugee Convention or the Euro-
pean Convention on Human Rights, which was integrated in the UK Human Rights Act 
of 1998), family reunion application processes and a successful outcome are hindered by 
a number of complex requirements at different stages. Moreover, certain conditions 
imposed are based on problematic conceptions, such as that of the ‘nuclear’ family or 
‘proof’ of family relationships, which inform practices of inclusion and exclusion by 
making decisions about who is worthy of protection (Welfens and Bonjour 2021).

An inspection of the Home Office’s management of family reunion applications 
between January and September 2022 concluded that performance has deteriorated 
and waiting times for applicants have increased since 2019 (Neal 2023). One of the 
reasons highlighted for the delay was the redeployment of staff to work on the Homes 
for Ukraine scheme, a measure that the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and 
Immigration (ICIBI) criticised due to the detrimental effect on vulnerable individuals 
who were victims of earlier crises. Of the 7970 applications for family reunion submitted 
between 1 January 2022 and 30 September 2022, 7043 were still awaiting a decision on 30 
September 2022, of which more than half (3629) had been submitted between January 
and May (Neal 2023).

After an initial disorientation and ambivalence that comes with family reunion, there is 
often the need to ‘make up for lost time’ (Suårez-Orozco, Todorova, and Louie 2002, 640) – 
what participants in this study refer to as a renewed sense of ‘hope’ and ‘a new beginning’. 
Old rhythms and new routines, imposed in part by the regulations described above, but also 
actively incorporated in the everyday as sites of resistance and possibility, are juxtaposed in 
the experience of refugees and their families. However, also this takes long to achieve, with 
families who have been reunited for one year or more maintaining that only now they are 
able to finally ‘start everything from zero again and build a nice life and future.’ Changes in 
the experience of time after the precarious waiting for refugee status and family reunification 
has been resolved will be the focus of the discussion in this article.

Time and the body

Time is experienced in the body. While the relationship between displacement and nar-
ratives of the body has been considerably explored in relation to memory (e.g. Becker, 
Beyene, and Ken 2000b; Salih 2017), the way time and the body interplay in the lived 
experience of refugees has not received the same attention in the literature. In this 
article, we will refer to narratives of bodily pain and suffering – the ‘illness talk’ explored 
by Coker (2004) as a way for people to make sense of their suffering. These will contribute 
to understand how a complex experience of time continues to affect the lives of refugees, 
even after having successfully navigated the temporal hurdles of asylum and family 
reunion applications. Since such embodied narratives were more often used by partici-
pants when sharing the challenges faced by temporal disruptions, we will use an embo-
died approach mainly when discussing challenges over time, although some of the 
opportunities and coping strategies explored will also entail descriptions of ritual and 
bodily activity.

Drawing on the distinction between abstract time – a basic dimension of experience 
that gives us a sense of orientation – and concrete time – based on daily rhythms and 
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activities that connect situational experiences – Sagbakken, Bregård, and Varvi (2020) 
identify a series of effects that temporal disruptions produce on refugees’ bodies and well-
being. The suffering associated with the loss of future direction and a sense of entrap-
ment, disempowerment, unpredictability, and reduced self-worth result from the 
difficulty in tying the past to the present, and the present to the future, and to differences 
in the perception and use of time in societies of origin and destination (Kuhlemann 
2023). Griffiths (2014) advanced an exploration of the relationship between the 
control and domination that shape asylum application processes and people’s awareness 
of the need for their bodies to wait ‘quietly’ and ‘patiently’, with little overt political action 
or protest. Yet the feminisation of this temporal experience, when seen as passive and 
immobile, has been criticised in feminist literature on mobility, which has called atten-
tion to the politics of waiting as active practice (Conlon 2011) and to the feminisation of 
the asylum process as reinforcing inequalities (Hyndman and Wenona 2011). Others 
have challenged the understanding of waiting as passive, empty, and wasted time in 
the context of asylum seeking, arguing instead for an acknowledgement of its affective, 
active, and productive dimensions (Rotter 2016).

Whereas these processes and relationships have been analysed in relation to the 
experience of seeking asylum, an investigation of how this experience changes at a 
later stage of refugee life, once families have been reunited, is still lacking. In this 
article, we will draw on cases where waiting appears to be over, to distil the complexity 
that persists in the passage of time. We will do this by centring the analysis on bodily 
manifestations of what participants refer to as ‘suffering’, but also on how opportunities 
are found and used, and on the routinised strategies put into place to cope with changes 
in their temporal experience.

Methodology

This article draws on one year of fieldwork (July 2022–June 2023) in Manchester and 
Glasgow, involving nine individuals in Manchester and 12 in Glasgow who had been 
reunited with their family (spouses and/or children) for at least one year (table 1). 
Whereas our focus here is on the temporal experiences of the 12 men and three 
women who arrived first to seek asylum (15 sponsors, all now with refugee status and 
reunited with family), we add some insights from six spouses (all women) who arrived 
later through family reunion. This allows us to shed some light on the perspective of 
those for whom the time of migration and that of family reunion occur simultaneously. 
Of the 15 sponsors, 12 were joined by a spouse and children, two men only by a spouse, 
and one woman only by her children.

Five families (two in Manchester, and three in Glasgow) formed a core group of par-
ticipants, who we spent time with, mainly in their homes and through walks in their sur-
roundings, over the year. Other individual participants were interviewed once. 
Participants were recruited through our project partner – Together Now – who supports 
refugee family reunion across the UK and established the first contact with families they 
had supported in the last few years, advertising the study. Manchester and Glasgow were 
chosen as fieldsites due to Together Now having the greatest concentration of supported 
families in these locations, and because they cover the different statutory support systems 
for both England and Scotland. The final selection of participants resulted from people’s 
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availability and interest in participating. A note of caution should be made here about 
their educated background, which is not necessarily representative of the refugee popu-
lation but rather indicative of the fact that those with a better understanding of research 
were more likely willing to contribute. Likewise, their relatively short length of stay in the 
UK has to do with data availability, since family reunion cases supported by Together 
Now until 2019 were more difficult to reach due to the use of different recording and 
referral systems. Recruitment was open to all nationalities, so that the overrepresentation 
of the Sudanese group is random rather than purposeful.

Our methodological approach was ethnographic in nature. It included regular visits to 
Manchester and Glasgow throughout the year and several encounters with the core group 
of participants on different occasions. Although children were often present, they were 
not involved as participants in the study. We also adopted a participatory approach at 
different levels. First, the families we worked with more closely took part in a participa-
tory photography activity at an early stage of the research, for which they were given 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of participants.
Age 25–29 (3) 

30–39 (7) 
40–49 (10) 
50+ (1)

Gender Men (12) 
Women (9)

Sponsor or spouse Sponsors (15) 
Spouses (6)

Regional origin Afghanistan (1) 
Eritrea/Tigray (3) (one with Ethiopian nationality but self-identified primarily as 
Tigrayan) 
Iran (5) (two with Afghan ancestry/nationality) 
Sudan (12)

Educational background High school (7) 
College (3) 
Undergraduate (7) 
Postgraduate (3) 
ND (1)

Occupationa Attending ESOL courses (English for Speakers of other Languages) (12) 
Studying in university (1) 
Studying in college (1) 
Working in social care (1) 
Working in a shop (1) 
Manager of community organisation (1) 
Temporary/occasional jobs (delivery/warehouse/restaurant) (4) 
Unemployed (1)

Year of arrival in the UKb 2013–2017 (5 + years in the UK) (5) 
2018 (2) 
2019 (6) 
2020 (3) 
2021 (5)

Period of separation (per 
family)c

1–2 years (6) 
2–3 years (3) 
3–5 years (2) 
6 years + (5)

aAll women in the study were attending ESOL courses; During fieldwork, only men were in employment/unemployed/ 
studying, but one woman started working towards the end of the project. One participant was unemployed as well 
as attending an ESOL course. 

bAll 5 arrived between 2013 and 2017 are men. 6 out of the 8 arrived between 2020 and 2021 are women. 
cWhile the period between the arrival of the sponsor and the arrival of family members ranges between 1 and 9 years, 

some sponsors mentioned having spent one year or more in transit, hence the period of separation will be longer in 
these cases.
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cameras and asked to capture images of themes they considered important in their lives. 
A selection (ranging between 5 and 30 per individual) of the photographs taken was then 
discussed separately with each family, and a total of 24 photos were printed on large 
boards and formed part of the material to be publicly exhibited. Exhibitions have so 
far taken place at the university of East Anglia in March 2023, the Central Library of 
Manchester between October–December 2023, and online. This visual approach 
allowed participants to share experiences and emotions more freely and enabled insight-
ful reflections on the experience of being active participants in the research, as well as a 
closer relationship between researchers and participants. Second, the project included the 
production of a documentary with four families (who demonstrated interest in being 
involved), for which the script was co-written by participants, the film director, and us 
as researchers. Finally, the research team included one of us with lived experience, 
which was key in maintaining representation of those with a refugee background and 
act as a resource in reviewing methods and engaging the community in the process. It 
also helped overcoming barriers when Arabic was spoken as a first language. For other 
languages, a community interpreter was recruited when needed.

Our methods also included semi-structured interviews with all participants and one 
final reflective workshop in each location, where emerging themes were collaboratively 
discussed, and participants were able to share reflections on their experience of partici-
pating in the project, including with a representative of Together Now.1

Issues around anonymity were thoroughly discussed with participants at different 
stages of the project. While in the oral material collected, the use of pseudonyms was 
easily agreed, it was especially important to ensure that everyone involved in the pro-
duction of visual and audio-visual material understood the problems involved in their 
anonymisation, but that their desire to be seen or heard, when that was the case, was 
also respected. These discussions were complex, with some participants choosing the 
use of pseudonyms when authoring the photos intended for display in the public 
domain yet insisting on the use of images in which they appeared, and others deciding 
against the use of identifiable images but choosing to author their photos with their 
real names. For the purpose of this article, all participants have been anonymised. 
Images that are accompanied by their real names in the public and online exhibitions 
were not used here, and while the pseudonyms with which they author the photos we 
use in this article were respected, other parts of these narrative are under a different pseu-
donym when those images identify them physically. We were also cautious when using 
narratives that are reproduced in the film, especially in cases where people chose to be 
physically identifiable when narrating them. We therefore also gave these participants 
a different pseudonym in other parts of their narratives. All participants except two 
chose their own pseudonyms and have made decisions about information they wanted 
to omit, so that, for example, only images related to opportunities and strategies, 
rather than challenges and suffering, were shared. Some of these images are used in 
this article when discussing such possibilities and strategies, in order to present partici-
pants’ own views as visually expressed by them.

Due to these complex ethical decisions resulting in some participants having more 
than one pseudonym, and to the importance of not compromising their safety, we 
give an overview of their demographic characteristics as a group rather than individually 
(Table 1). Similarly, for most of the article, we do not distinguish between data collected 
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in Glasgow or Manchester, as we did not observe significant differences in people’s 
experience of time through tensions, possibilities, or strategies.

Challenges over time: what changes one-year post-reunion?

The asynchronicity between what Anderson (2020) named the ordinary temporalities 
that unfold in life, such as children growing older, and the requirements and complexities 
that extend immigration-related administrative processes into a prolonged state of limin-
ality and waiting, have profound consequences for those who experience it.

Family reunion can have a positive effect in this deeply destabilising asynchronicity. 
Although this article is mainly concerned with the period that follows the first year post- 
reunion, it is important to mention the pre-reunion experience and that of reunion itself 
in order to understand changes. Here we are mostly interested in the journey of those 
whose waiting occurred in the UK. All sponsors described family reunion as the happiest 
moment in their lives and the start of a period when a sense of ease finally occurs. Most 
referred to it as a turning point when the present becomes more meaningful and some 
sense of control over the future is acquired through the capacity of being able to start 
making plans. Malika, a Sudanese woman who first fled to the UK without her children, 
describes the pre-reunion period as one associated with a pointless life and a sick body: 

The first days here … it was hard. I was imagining that my children would come immedi-
ately after my arrival, but it didn’t happen. I went crazy … I didn’t have anything, not 
even a phone … When they weren’t here, I became sick … blood pressure … It was the 
first time I was far from them. I have a special relationship with them, so I felt that my 
life was pointless. I was in my room for weeks, not talking to anyone … I started to have 
high blood pressure … I stayed at hospital … The doctor told me it’s because I’m stressed.

Yet she continues, ‘Alhamdulillah, when they came, I started to feel that my life is mean-
ingful again, I started to feel that I have a goal.’

For some, the physical and emotional hardships of the long journey to the UK were 
the first cause of bodily pain and ills that persist to this day. As Khaled, who left 
Sudan in 2018, recounts, ‘it was very difficult. I was weak … I was really tired, so I 
looked very weak. People would think that if I didn’t get help, I might die.’ Upon 
arrival, the experience of isolation had additional severe effects on the body. Yas, who 
had undergone cancer surgery in Iran, describes her body as ‘tired and weak’ and her 
mental health as ‘very, very bad’ for the first two years after arrival in the UK. She 
refers to a sense of loneliness and ‘estrangement’ (ghareeba, in Farsi) as particularly 
painful before her husband and son joined her two years after her arrival in 2019.

Notwithstanding the renewed meaning of life and the capacity to start thinking about 
the future that follow the indeterminate and tense periods of waiting before family 
reunion, the bodily effects of separation and of the stress and trauma experienced in the 
country of origin, during the journey, and upon arrival in the UK, continue long after 
family reunion has been completed. As Aminy, who left Afghanistan in 2020, explains, 

Because of the stress and trauma that I was … I was sick, and this left side of my arm is 
always painful, still … During the night, when I’m sleeping, the left side is too heavy. [It 
started] last year, before my family came … The doctors say that it’s the stress because 
there’s no injury.

8 M. ABRANCHES AND N. JABER



After three years of living in the UK and one-year post-reunion with her son and 
husband, Yas, too, continues to ‘remember all the trauma and the bad memories of 
living in Iran with the Iranian authorities,’ the effects of which she experiences in the 
body. As she continues, ‘I have some issues with my heart, I get bad really fast heartbeat. 
I’m still suffering from those memories.’ These bodily experiences suggest what Coker 
(2004) defined as ‘travelling pains’ and, although beyond the scope of this article, 
confirm the somewhat inadequacy of western medical reasoning around the term ‘soma-
tisation’, when it does not recognise the bodily form of narrating trauma and dislocation 
(Coker 2004).

In addition to the enduring effects of the tensions experienced in countries of origin 
and upon arrival in the UK, new temporal challenges also emerge with the arrival of 
families following long periods of separation. Some participants assert facing difficulties 
in their relationships and refer to family members ‘changing personality’ during the years 
apart and ‘rejecting’ each other upon reunion. As others have found in different 
migratory contexts (e.g. Fresnoza-Flot 2014; Suårez-Orozco, Todorova, and Louie 
2002), the emotional distance created by increased separation time can complicate the 
future development of these relationships.

Applying the concept of temporal structure as used by Aybec (2015) in relation to trans-
national relationships and marriage migration can be useful to understand such tensions, 
especially when the timing, sequencing, spacing and duration of other events that emerge 
with family reunion contribute to destabilise people’s temporal experience. Additional 
responsibilities in relation to finances, for example, including the need to repay loans 
used in the family reunion application, as well as a lack of understanding of service pro-
vision by the newly arrived and the need for support in accessing it, inappropriate accom-
modation and children’s challenges at school contribute to increasing tension with reunion.

In cases of illness of newly arrived relatives, the new challenges – more directly associ-
ated with the body – destabilise temporal structure in particularly complex ways, as 
testified by Saman. His wife, who joined him one year and three months after his 
arrival from Iran, was in pain for nine months before she was diagnosed with a 
lumbar disc problem. Saman describes his experience of post-reunion as a period in 
which time continues to be on hold, as they faced the long waiting times of the National 
Health Service and he acquired further caring responsibilities, being unable to look for 
work or plan for the future. Yet rather than passive waiting time, this is a demanding 
period of activity and caring, the active and affective waiting that has been defined in the-
ories of waiting (Bissell 2007; Rotter 2016).

Children’s experiences of illness with displacement are another motive for increased 
concern, depression and what some describe as a feeling of extreme ‘fatigue’ that 
follows reunion. As Malika explains, 

It was difficult for [my daughter] at the beginning. She was depressed and then I became 
depressed with her … Their adaptation … I felt fatigue when one of [my children] told 
me ‘I want to go back’ or ‘I do not want to go to school’. I had fatigue because of them.

Likewise, Aminy recounts the difficulties faced, first, with understanding the school 
enrolment system and, second, with his children’s adaptation to school, caused in part 
by a language barrier, which resulted in his eldest son’s decision to present himself as 
unable to talk: 
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He keeps always silent. I told him, ‘why do you say this? That you’re a disabled person, that 
you’re not able to talk? You can speak.’ He said, ‘but dad, I cannot speak English. It’s easier 
to say this. To keep silent.’ He was crying a lot. I was a crying a lot.

Yassin, too, narrates his daughter’s difficulty in adapting after reunion, noting that ‘she 
was in a very bad situation. She woke up at night crying, she didn’t accept coming here 
from Sudan.’ He recounts that not having spent the first two years of her life with her 
meant that he had to ‘discover how to be a dad’, which he describes as ‘shocking’ and 
‘not easy’. Berhane, from Eritrea, also describes the difficulties initially encountered as 
resulting from added responsibility and a sense of ‘suddenly being busy’ with re-estab-
lishing the relationship with his wife and son, from whom he had been separated 
between the ages of two and five. This involved taking courses in understanding parent-
ing in the UK, offered by Rainbow Haven – a local organisation that offers support to 
refugees in Manchester – and spending time supporting his wife and son with language 
and with navigating life in a new country.

Experiences concerning the illbeing of relatives arrived through family reunion and 
challenges of remaking relationships, such as the ones described above, had profound 
effects in the first year of post-reunion life. This was experienced as a busy period with 
a sense of accelerated time, an active form of waiting for the possibility of making 
plans again. One or more years after reunion, not only do some of these tensions 
persist but also new forms of what participants refer to as ‘suffering’ are encountered, 
resulting from other family-related temporal disruptions.

A distinction needs to be made here between the experience of sponsors and that of 
spouses arrived through family reunion, all of whom are women in our study, after a 
period of separation. For the latter, the absence of the female extended family – primarily 
mothers and sisters – was emphasised as a cause of ‘suffering’ in the present, confirming 
that the reunification model of most western countries of destination, based on the idea 
of the ‘nuclear’ family, generates another form of separation that may be equally dama-
ging for the wellbeing of refugees. As Sara testified, 

Missing my family is the most difficult part … I came to my husband, but my family is still 
there [in Sudan], you cannot go there or bring them here. It makes me feel very bad, I always 
miss them.

Male sponsors, too, aware of the suffering that their wives’ separation from the extended 
family causes them, feel an increased sense of responsibility that acts as a stressor after 
reunion.

Part of the suffering associated with separation – which persists after the ‘nuclear’ family 
is reunited – is a sense of ‘guilt’ that permeates everyday life. ‘Survival guilt’ has been 
defined as a complex phenomenon experienced by people who survive traumatic events 
(Pethania, Murray, and Brown 2018), of which the journey towards safety endured by 
asylum seekers, refugees, and spouses arrived via family reunion is an example (Goveas 
and Coomarasamy 2018). Leaving other close relatives at risk, especially following the 
recent intensification of conflict or political instability in participants’ countries of origin 
like Sudan and Iran, generates a sense of guilt since, as Sara continues explaining, ‘I am 
safe, and they are not.’ It is the problem of asynchronous time defined by Cwerner 
(2010) – the asynchrony that exists between the flow of events in the home country and 
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the everyday reality in the host society – here aggravated by limitations to ‘resynchronisa-
tion’ due to issues around safety, fear, uncertainty, and disrupted communication.

Associated with this experience of asynchrony is a heightened sense of responsibility 
towards those at home. For Yas, having survived a chronic illness as well as the journey 
towards safety is a sign that she interprets as having been ‘chosen’ to help her family at 
home and alleviate them from their struggles. Although her son and husband have in the 
meantime joined her through family reunion, concerns with her parents and siblings 
increased as the political situation in Iran became more unstable, and the risk for them 
higher. Hence, the trauma caused by the violence and disruption experienced prior to 
asylum and upon arrival remains noticeable through bodily and social disorder following 
reunion, with participants continuing to refer to bodily and social suffering in interconnected 
ways (Becker, Beyene, and Ken 2000a). Sleep disturbance, for example, which has been 
addressed in the literature in relation to PTSD and recognised as a common bodily 
symptom of time disruptions (Warner 2007), was often mentioned by participants. Materi-
alising an important manifestation of suffering resulting from this asynchrony, they described 
an ‘inability to sleep’ (‘I cannot sleep because of the shooting. How can I sleep when they 
cannot?’), ‘waking up screaming’ (‘The other day there was thunder and I woke up scream-
ing, I don’t know … I had a dream that I was in the middle of the war’), and the ‘sensation of 
being there’ (‘Sometimes I feel I am there, while I am asleep … walking, talking … I feel I am 
there hearing the shootings. When a plane passes by, I freak out because of the sound’).

While this bodily experience of asynchrony is also present amongst asylum seekers 
and refugees prior to reunion, it is important to note that it does not disappear long 
after family reunification, and that there is not necessarily a ‘return to normal’ as the 
urgency embedded in the period of waiting for reunion could lead to be expected (Rous-
seau et al. 2004). Moreover, family reunion can also lead to a resurgence of frustrations 
relating to the host country, associated with a growing or sudden awareness of the limit-
ations of the new reality (Rousseau et al. 2004) and with the state control that persists 
even after refugee status is acquired and family reunion processes are completed. Once 
it is possible to partially ‘relax’ or think about making plans, the reality of the ‘wasted 
time’ that continues to be involved in dealing with institutional or organisational settings 
– for example through frequent visits to the job centre as a condition for receiving funds 
amongst those who did not have jobs, the inadequacy of the English language courses 
offered, or the waiting for permanent council accommodation that some still experience 
years after arrival – becomes an evident source of discontent and anxiety (Rotter 2016).

Concerns with housing and a lack of understanding of the system were described par-
ticularly by those in temporary or private accommodation. Fear of returning to a situ-
ation of homelessness, experienced by many during the waiting period of their asylum 
applications, was mentioned as a particular source of stress. Another temporal tension 
imposed by dominating bureaucratic procedures is associated with the job centre – the 
government office that provides information and advice about jobs and is also involved 
in the administration of benefits. Yassin anecdotally reported the job centre’s request that 
his mother, who was 64 years old at the time, ‘goes [to the job centre] and comes back 
every two weeks.’ He explained, expressing a sense of ‘wasted time’: ‘My mum … It 
has been three years now or two and a half years now, she just goes and comes back 
for nothing, there is nothing to do.’ Similarly, the experience of attending English 
language courses through English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classes is 
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often described as not meeting initial hopes and expectations. Waiting lists and ‘one size 
fits all’ classes, where attendants of different levels of language proficiency are taught 
together, as well as the difficulty in conciliating the different demands and constraints 
from the various institutional settings they must deal with, are a continuous source of 
temporal tensions. Malika, who is on her own with her five children aged between 7 
and 14, described these tensions as resulting from a lack of institutional coordination 
and support, and referred to their manifestation in the body through stress: 

I told the doctor last week that I am very stressed because of the job centre … They threa-
tened me. That is the worst thing when someone threatens you. Sometimes I am in college 
and they will call from school that something happened to my son and I need to go … There 
is no coordination, I cannot do all that at the same time, especially because I am a single 
mum, their father is not around … I am the father and the mother … It is hard.

New temporal possibilities

Despite the challenges discussed above, participants also make the most of a series of pos-
sibilities that start to emerge following the first year post-reunion. For some, it is a period 
characterised by a sense of ‘organisation’, when time can finally be used more produc-
tively. Suraq, who arrived in 2018 from Sudan, defines it as a period when he ‘became 
more organised in time and money.’ This change was experienced mainly by men, 
whilst most women, whether arrived first or through family reunion, continue to 
encounter more obstacles in what they define as the objective of ‘improving myself’.

Yassin describes his life in Sudan as a ‘massive mess’, characterised by a sense of chaos 
and disorganisation in temporal terms: 

Life in Sudan was a massive mess … I was doing too many things at the same time, and in 
Sudan there are too many kinds of problems … For example, nobody can respect your time, 
if they tell you they will come at four, they will come at six … Too many things you have to 
do in the same day, yes … Just like that you will see military in the street, everything is can-
celled, you’ll go back home … So, it was a massive mess.

He defines the transition to life in the UK, where he arrived with his sick sister and 
mother in 2019, as a period of ‘waiting’, of ‘trying to adapt to see what was going on:’ 

It was quite bad, you would always think what is the next step, what will happen, it was 
always like that. So, we are waiting for the interview … After three months we got our inter-
view, we were very happy, then we began our journey to wait for the results … It was a very 
long waiting time [over one year]. You see, every time you say, maybe tomorrow you will 
hear something, and you are not allowed to work, you are not allowed to study … 

Over one-year post-reunion with his wife and daughter, who joined two years after he 
arrived, Yassin considers his life to be ‘far better’, as he is finally able to relax the 
body, gain a sense of direction, and plan accordingly: 

I have my short-term plan, I have my long-term plan, and that is what I learned here, the 
short-term plan and the long-term plan. I never had that before. I am relaxed now 
because I know what I should do after three years.

Yassin is referring here to the predictability that has finally replaced the uncertainty of the 
journey so far – knowing that he can apply for indefinite leave to remain five years after 
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receiving refugee status, and that in three years (from the time we met) he will be eligible 
for British Citizenship. He will thus be able to revert the asynchronicity experienced so 
far between his subjective experience of time and the temporalities of bureaucratic 
requirements (Anderson 2020), aligning the future sequence of events in a way that com-
pensates for what he experienced as administrative domination and ‘time theft’ (Aybec 
2015; Cohen 2018).

The sense of security that comes with predictability, order, and stability (Chase 2013) 
has allowed Yassin, like others, to begin having a routine and making further plans. It has 
also allowed him to stop – to be ‘quieter’ and to enjoy ‘stay[ing] alone more than before.’ 
He considers having time for himself to be part of what he defines as a ‘UK lifestyle’, of 
which he takes advantage. The opportunity to replace the restless pacing of the past for a 
kind of mental distancing gives him the necessary space to develop individual and family 
projects. He was expecting a second child and was able to retrain in an area he is more 
passionate about, being now in the first year, post-foundation, of his second university 
degree. Suraq, too, was taking an administration course in college, a decision that was 
motivated by the temporal tension he experienced through continuous waiting at the 
start of his journey in the UK: 

There are lots of administration problems in Glasgow that need to be addressed. The main 
issue is the lengthy processes, the waiting needed for all public services, especially the NHS 
and how long it takes to get an appointment.

His plan is to contribute to improve health service provision, by implementing a commu-
nity-based system similar to what he describes as local ‘health centres’ in Sudan, which 
work under the supervision of the Ministry of Health but are run by charitable organi-
sations, offering quicker and cheaper healthcare than public and private hospitals.

Women have similar plans of ‘improving’ themselves through retraining or further 
education. Yet for many, this is a more distant future project. On the one hand, language 
barriers, often due to more limited social and professional networks than men (Löbel and 
Jacobsen 2021; Spehar 2021), were recognised as still needing overcoming. On the other 
hand, their responsibilities towards the children and more intense preoccupation with 
relatives who remain in situations of risk at home, create an extended experience of 
waiting when compared with men. We observed this amongst women who came both 
as sponsors and through family reunion. Yet the narratives of two women in the latter 
category illustrate, in particular ways, how their experience of time changed since their 
arrival in the UK.

One of them is Sara, who came through family reunion one year and four months 
before we met. She feels ‘that all this time was wasted’, indicating continued uncertainty, 
both in relation to the future of her family in the UK and to the future of her extended 
family who remains at risk, increased by the recent conflict intensification in Sudan. Her 
narrative is of ‘wasted’ rather than ‘appropriated’ time, an experience associated with 
waiting for the reunion application to succeed from the perspective of those who stay 
in the country of origin, and with some frustration upon arrival.

However, Sara also makes use of newly encountered temporal possibilities, such as the 
‘quietening’ that she started to experience in her second year of living in the UK. The time 
embedded in what she describes as ‘quietening’ has allowed her to pursue a personal 
interest – painting (Figure 2) – which helped alleviate some emotional tension: 
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I was painting since I was in Sudan. When I got here, life became very busy with my daugh-
ter and not feeling settled yet. But recently I started to feel that I want to paint again … I felt 
a difference after I started painting. I didn’t know that it had this big effect on me but once I 
started painting, I felt more positive. And you know, my daughter now goes to nursery, so I 
have more time for myself, I have more time to practice my hobbies.

Sara chose to share a photo of the painting below, describing the main theme of her 
paintings as ‘African women’ – a conscious choice to keep the connection with home 
while simultaneously make use of a recently discovered freedom, since art representing 
human figures is forbidden (haram) in the Sudanese regime.

Zainab, also arrived from Sudan through family reunion, uses time in a similar way, 
making the most of the current experience of slowness and waiting to practice cooking, 
which has a positive impact on her wellbeing: ‘Cooking is one of the things I really enjoy 

Figure 2. Sara’s painting © Sara.
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doing … Sometimes I like to take my time cooking so that at the end, whenever I produce 
something good, I feel happy.’ She chose to share the photo below (Figure 3), as an 
example of traditional food that, like Sara’s African paintings, reminds her of home, 
hence demonstrating the power of time to revest sentiments of loss and sadness with 
meaning and purpose. In Zainab’s case, waiting is associated with the time it will take 
her to improve her English and materialise her project of starting a food business in 
the future.

Time to pursue these interests is recognised as also stemming from the transform-
ations that occur in family dynamics, whereby the absence of the extended family, 
while lamented, minimises some of the obligations that did not allow for access to 
time as a resource to engage in meaningful activities (Kale 2024). As Sara explains, ‘in 
Sudan it wasn’t easy because life is so busy, you know, people come to visit you and 

Figure 3. Zainab fingers (Sudanese dessert) © Zainab.
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you go and visit people … ’ It also results from the opportunity to have what Sara con-
siders more ‘freedom of movement for me as a woman,’ also mentioned in the literature 
(e.g. Shishehgar et al. 2017), and expressed visually by Yas, who describes a sense of 
freedom and comfort when looking at the image of women paddleboarding that she 
took through participatory photography (Figure 4):

Another consequence of separation from the extended family that participants – men 
in particular – recognise as an opportunity is the decrease in conflicts pertaining to chil-
dren’s education, since the father’s and mother’s sides of the family are no longer 
involved in decisions in this respect (Rousseau et al. 2004). As Khaled explained, 

After they arrived, I became more comfortable. I built a relationship with my children that 
makes me feel I am a good father. I became their friend, the source of their answers, or we try 
to search for answers together … The way I deal with them now is better, they are more 
comfortable around me. We play and talk, but before there was fear and respect … You 
know, I am their father, but there is no fear now.

As discussed in the section above, the support provided by the extended family is of 
course also missed, especially by women with young children, whose needs can no 
longer be attended to by other relatives (Suårez-Orozco, Todorova, and Louie 2002). It 
is, moreover, a sentiment complicated by ‘survival guilt’. However, Khaled’s narrative 
above demonstrates that, just as women find use in the time gained with reduced 
family obligations, men are able to overcome the difficulties in reasserting control and 
authority over children through these transformations in family structure. In fact, the 
absence of what is normally described in the literature as a wide network of supportive 
social relations produces a double effect. On the one hand, it exacerbates a sense of 
responsibility towards the children, as well as towards those who remain in situations 
of risk in home countries. On the other hand, it helps attenuate the rupture in parental 
relationships that follows long periods of separation, by replacing parental guilt with 
increased closeness and intimacy (Suårez-Orozco, Todorova, and Louie 2002).

Figure 4. Women paddleboarding in Glasgow Botanic Gardens © Yas.
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Yas, who is finally working after three years of living in the UK, maintains that 
although the physical and emotional effects of trauma, and the pressure and sense of 
responsibility described above continue to affect her, she feels that she is ‘regaining it 
[a sense of self-worth] slowly, each thing at a time.’ ‘First, I got my college course, 
then driving license, then I bought my own car, and now I have a job. You find your 
place slowly.’ She associates this (long) process with the time it takes to regain a 
feeling of connection with society, since the job, education, and ‘social position’ she 
had in Iran were all lost (or at least the possibility of using them, as is the case of her uni-
versity degree) upon arrival, when ‘one becomes nothing’.

The possibility of ‘becoming someone’ increases in cases where, as for the Burundian refu-
gees living irregularly in Kenya studied by Turner (2016), identity, place and nation are dis-
jointed, and people make use of their displaced condition to achieve future emplacement. 
This was the case of Maryam and Saeed who, born in Iran with Afghan ancestry, experience 
life in the UK as the realisation of ‘something that [we] have been looking for so long’ – a 
sense of belonging that the Iranian government had deprived them from, due to not recog-
nising their Iranian citizenship and denying them certain rights, such as that of studying in 
university: ‘We never felt that we belonged in Iran, we never felt that we belonged in Afgha-
nistan, but now here we are reaching that feeling.’ As Maryam continued to explain, 

I came to the country where I can have an identity of [my] own, with a physical document 
describing [myself] and where [I am] from, and where [my] daughter has the freedom [to] 
do whatever she wants and get an education in the future.

This is an example in which the displacement of the family can be a way to take control over 
long-term life projects (Turner 2016), where meaning and emotions are juxtaposed, and 
bodies are agentic in finding their own alternative response to nationalist orders (Salih 2017).

Strategies for overcoming time disruptions

When the effects of temporal tensions continue in the longer term, coping strategies are 
developed. Being close to nature is mentioned by many participants – both sponsors and 
those arrived through family reunion – as a strategy that quietens both body and mind. 
For Berhane, for example, sitting in the green parks of Manchester reminds him of his 
home village in Eritrea, whereas for Zainab it is the contrast between the green areas 
of Glasgow and the dry streets of Sudan, that gives her a sense of satisfaction when 
going for walks. Taha, too, mentions a self-established daily routine of walking by a 
lake on the way to work as an attempt to ‘forget’ and avoid ‘thinking too much’ – an 
idiom of distress that has been identified as demonstrating overlap with depression 
and anxiety in certain contexts (Mendenhall and Kim 2021). For Taha, who came 
from Sudan in 2018, walking in nature helps ‘all the ideas that are making a lot of 
noise in your mind become less intense:’ 

I come here [to the park] every day in the morning before I start my work, thirty minutes 
before. I just spend thirty minutes here, walk around, just relax, telling myself just good 
things, smile to myself, delete a lot of things … forget, forget, forget, forget … because I 
was thinking too much. Sometimes you don’t need to think so much, just calm down.

Forgetting is also mentioned by Saman, but for him it is an imposed result of the chaos, 
destruction and loss entailed in his experience of forced displacement. The sharp 
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disruption between past and present and the impossibility of return in the future makes 
Saman describe his experience as ‘destructive’ of memories: 

[The war] destroyed all my childhood memories, my neighbourhood memories from Iran, 
my family, my friends … even the smell of the streets and those people … It’s all gone, it’s all 
gone, you have to say goodbye forever. I lost my father last year and the thought that I can’t 
be next to him is very heavy for me. It’s as if my memory is destroyed … I can never go back 
to them again.

A strategy to deal with this sense of destruction is, for Saman, attachment to the Iranian 
pendant Faravahar – an object of sentimental value brought with him from Iran 
(Figure 5). The Faravahar helps him bridge the gap between a lost past and the 

Figure 5. Faravahar © Saman.
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present and recover a sense of self (Parkin 1999): ‘It’s an Iranian national symbol from 
8000 years ago [that] makes me think I have a past, a kind of strong past.’

For Tigrayan families in particular, the ritualistic practice of preparing coffee, also per-
formed at home before coming to the UK, is a strategy, embedded in temporality, to ease 
their suffering. The preparation and sharing of Arabic coffee is a slow ritual that allows 
them to ‘kill time’ and, as other studies have shown, to release tension by replicating a 
normalising practice in an abnormal situation (Jones-Gailani 2017). Despite generating 
a sense of continuity between past and present, the practice is described by Alem and 
Selam as a way to ‘forget’, similar to Taha’s need to avoid remembering. Referring to 
the image he captured through participatory photography (Figure 6), Alem says, 

We are always thinking about the war … Sometimes we just want to forget, and we try to do 
something else. So that, I think, was one of the days we just wanted to prepare coffee and 
drink.

Participants also emphasise ‘patience’ and the need to ‘control myself’ as necessary 
emotional anchors to deal with the suffering they experience. Patience and prayer have 
been identified in the literature as having positive effects on alleviating symptoms of 
trauma (Uyun and Witruk 2017). As Kareem, who arrived from Sudan in 2017, puts 
it, ‘I am very committed to praying because it makes me patient.’ Others, too, identify 
‘calling them [family in countries of origin]’, ‘reading the Quran’, and ‘praying for 
victory [the end of the war]’ as preferred coping strategies. Khaled, for example, high-
lights patience as a way to reduce the anger with which, in the past, he responded to 

Figure 6. Preparing Arabic coffee © Alem and Selam.
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difficult situations, often when racism was involved. When asked about the kind of 
support he considers most needed, Bilal, also from Sudan, refers to patience as a necess-
ary response to suffering: ‘We all suffer, but we need to be patient.’

These strategies of patience and self-control thus continue to be used in similar ways 
to the silent waiting for the outcome of asylum of family reunion processes at an earlier 
stage of the journey. They are, likewise, an active form of waiting, filled with reflection 
and action that helps people cope with the suffering that continues to be experienced, 
and with making the most of the opportunities that also start to emerge (Rotter 2016). 
Such strategies can also be used to minimise the risk of public visibility and scrutiny 
that their bodies are subject to (Kale 2024), as Khaled’s emphasis on patience to deal 
with experiences of racism seems to indicate. They also demonstrate, however, that insti-
tutional domination and control continue to be used as tools of governmentality to main-
tain the marginality and compliance of refugee populations, for example through far- 
reaching and complex bureaucratic procedures of managing distribution assistance 
(Zetter 2007).

Conclusion

A sense of rupture and fragmentation embodies a broken and, consequently, painful self 
(Coker 2004). Important daily rhythms and predictability, which involve the opportunity 
to make plans, are disrupted amongst refugees (Sagbakken, Bregård, and Varvi 2020), 
causing what participants refer to as ‘suffering’. In the life period analysed in this 
article – one year or more post-family reunion – these disruptions, also caused until 
then by a long period of waiting for the outcome of asylum and family reunification pro-
cesses, give way to a more active experience of time, characterised by increased confi-
dence and the ability to plan for the future. Bureaucratic control concerning lengthy 
and inadequate service provision, as well as other stressors relating to traumatic mem-
ories, separation from extended family, sense of guilt, difficult relationships and heigh-
tened sense of responsibility continue to generate challenges that can cause suffering 
and bodily pain, yet strategies start to be put into place to cope with it.

In the narratives presented in this article, pain is also used as a tool with which people 
apprehend and express both trauma and their own marginality (Henry 2006). Some of 
the pain described by participants – also associated with a physical and mental state 
that they define as ‘fatigue’ – is not just an enduring effect of their experiences, but 
also a way to understand and mediate them, and to begin re-establishing order and 
control. In fact, reflection and action are present in this bodily experience of time, charac-
terised by a heightened awareness of fears, desires and future possibilities, which makes 
waiting an intentional and agential, rather than passive, process (Rotter 2016).

Silent waiting, for example, can be used tactically to claim ownership of one’s time. 
After risky and uncertain journeys, as well as anxious waiting for families who remained 
at risk, some begin to embrace stillness rather than activity (Kohli and Kaukko 2018). 
Whereas most of the narratives analysed in this article are from sponsors (who experi-
enced the consequences of the precarity involved in seeking asylum in the UK, a 
longer journey of displacement, and the temporal control and domination embedded 
in administrative processes), those arrived through family reunion also make use of 
newly encountered possibilities. A transformed temporal structure that includes a 
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sense of ‘quietening’ and ‘slowness’ gives them the opportunity to develop individual 
interests and allows all – regardless of the time of arrival – to reproduce or create new 
rhythmic rituals (such as preparing coffee and walking in the park) as mechanisms to 
release tension. However, strategies involving what participants define as ‘patience’ 
and ‘self-control’, while active and reflective, are partly also a response to the institutional 
control that continues post-reunion, whereby refugees are required to comply and 
accept, maintaining their precarity and marginality.

Although some of the strategies that refugee families put in place to deal with their 
precarious conditions can be understood as a form of resilience, a note of caution is 
needed here. Following the participatory approach we adopted in this study, it is impor-
tant to carefully consider concepts that may have different meanings for participants 
(Yotebieng, Syvertsen, and Awah 2019). First, the need to develop strategies that help 
endure suffering while remaining hopeful is linked, for some, to a strong sense of respon-
sibility towards the family – both in the UK and in the home country – that may create 
more pressure. Second, most participant families emphasise the unceasing effects of the 
acute stress, trauma, and adversity they face rather than considering themselves an 
example of success in responding to these, hence indicating that their strategies are 
more connected with survival or alleviation than with the notions of wellbeing that resi-
lience implies (Panter-Brick 2014).

To conclude, despite a continued sense of waiting and ‘temporariness’ (Stronks 2022), 
one or more years after two major temporal obstacles – asylum and family reunion appli-
cations – are successfully ‘resolved’, refugee families are better able to transform temporal 
tensions into an active and more positive experience of time, even if this transformation 
is still imbued in a state of liminality rather than stability or permanency.

Note

1. Although all participants were invited to the final workshops and the exhibitions, attendance 
in these was limited precisely due to the constraints of their temporal rhythms and to the 
way ‘life passes quickly,’ with some having started new jobs or studies, or expanded the 
family by the end of the research. More information about the project, including the 
online photo exhibition, can be found here: https://www.ueasanctuary.org/when-the-dust- 
settles-research-project/. Ethics approval to conduct this research has been granted by 
DEV Ethics Committee at the University of East Anglia (application number ETH2122- 
1571 and ETH2223-1730).
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