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Despite the currently active – and controversial – public debate on migration in 
Germany, an understanding of the living situation of migrants, especially in regard to 
migrants in limbo status like Duldung, is very limited. The media debate focuses on 
problems with integration, on the question of which kind of migrants are wanted, and 
on their adaption to German culture; the actual effect of legal regulations on 
individual migrants, their living situation, and insecure status are also rarely the 
centre of academic, scientific debates. This book is a welcome exception, since it 
offers an impression of the impact legal regulations have on migrants’ living situation 
and their construction of self-image. With her qualitative approach based on 
biographical interviews, Jörg is able to show the personal impact of these regulations. 
She competently describes the instability and uncertainty caused by Duldung and the 
psychological effects these have on migrants living with this status for several years 
(Kettenduldung) in Germany. 

German immigration law provides a Duldung for migrants without legal permission 
to stay in the country, yet who are documented. This is the case when someone is 
not entitled to stay in Germany, but for some reason (e.g. lack of passport) cannot be 
deported. Many of the migrants living with Duldung in Germany are rejected asylum 
seekers (p. 1). In the cases discussed in this book, interviewees have lived for 
several years with a Duldung in Germany. Duldung, as an insecure status, often 
prohibits migrants from taking up work or leaving the district in which they live. In her 
explicitly normative ethnological study, Jörg investigates the effects this kind of 
situation has on migrants. The book is targeted at researchers focusing on migrants’ 
lives in Germany, but because of the normative approach, it is also of interest to 
migrants’ rights organizations. Jörg aims to describe structural causes at the macro 
level of the host society for migrants’ daily problems, life situation, and future 
perspectives. The focus of her study are the strategies developed by migrants with 
Duldung in dealing with problems they encounter in daily life because of their legal 
status (pp. 2-3). The author tries to answer the question of how people with Duldung 
refer to host society discourses in their biographical narratives, and explores the 
picture they draw of themselves with regard to their social exclusion (p. 8). 

The book is organized into an introductory section that Jörg uses to present a short 
theoretical and methodological overview of the study, and three chapters on the 
situation of migrants with Duldung. In the introductory section, Jörg also describes in 
detail the problems arising from her closeness to the migrant interviewees and the 
distrust she faced in her interviews with authorities because of her assumed 
normative position. The background of the German legal situation, especially with 
regard to the status of Duldung, and the public debate on asylum and migration in 
Germany, are presented in the second part of the book. Based on her discussion of 
the legal situation in Germany, Jörg argues that German refugee policy does not 
result in exclusion and discrimination as unintended consequences, but that these 
aspects are actually part of policy strategies towards refugees (p. 6). From her 
interviews with government officials, she concludes that Duldung works as an 
“institutional categorization.” This is underlined by the fact that migrants regularly 
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have to renew their status, meaning that the government departments dealing with 
such cases ritualistically confer the position on migrants, thereby emphasising that 
their stay is only temporary and so demonstrating their exclusion and marginalization 
(p. 35). In the third part of the book, based on biographical interviews, Jörg presents 
several cases of young migrants living with the status of Duldung. These migrants 
use different strategies in dealing with their situation and portray themselves 
according to different strategies. For instance, one migrant contrasts the 
powerlessness and heteronomy she feels with the image of a fighter, whereas 
another one uses their recently increased observance of religious and family rules as 
a strategy to counter insecurity. From the interviews conducted, Jörg draws out the 
common theme that these migrants perceive their life to be a lasting transition. Due 
to their insecure status, these migrants are not able to arrive completely and settle 
down (Verortung) in Germany. In chapter four, Jörg uses Turner’s theory on transition 
to analyze the meaning of life in transition. As in Turner’s research, the lives of 
people living in a transitional phase are characterized by paradoxes, lack of structure, 
and ambiguity (p. 82). For example, they go back and forth between hope and 
distress, as well as between integration and settling in everyday life, and lack of legal 
and symbolic recognition. Nevertheless, migrants with Duldung face a social 
hierarchy with themselves at the very bottom; this contradicts Turner, who believes 
people living in transition are outside of a hierarchy. From the interviews, she also 
concludes that all of the interviewees subconsciously develop a carefully constructed 
image of themselves as a strategy to deal with marginalization as a migrant and 
insecurity due to their specific status. They then use this to legitimize their stay vis-à-
vis the majority society. These stories of legitimation are based on migrants’ 
perception of adaptation and integration criteria imposed by the host society, 
overlooking that these aspects are not seen as valid by the host society for people 
with Duldung, but only for migrants with residency status. By chronologically 
explaining their story, migrants try to establish continuity in their life, despite actual 
discontinuity and the difficulty of making sense of their migration, as they most likely 
have to leave again. 

Even though Jörg’s book is a good contribution to academic debates surrounding 
migration and refugees’ situation in Germany overall, it has some shortcomings. 
While Jörg gives a thorough analysis of the situation of migrants with Duldung and 
the effects this has on their daily life and the construction of identity, a more detailed, 
initial theoretical chapter would have been welcome. The author gives short 
theoretical insights throughout the book, but an overall understanding of the 
theoretical background before going into the separate cases would have contributed 
to a better analysis. It would have been particularly helpful when discussing the 
relationship between the effects of regulation and discourse on the marginalization of 
migrants with Duldung, and their constructed self-portrait. Furthermore it would have 
been interesting to also include older people in the study, who might be even more 
affected, because after deportation they could face even more difficulties in setting 
up a new life again in their home country. They also face more pressure, as they 
have to care for a family. Therefore, the question arises as to whether the choice of 
the detailed case studies is not itself part of the German discourse on deportation 
itself, and reflects the author’s normative approach. This is because the media 
regularly refers to cases of young refugees, who were born in Germany or do not 
remember their home country but are nevertheless being deported, in order to 
criticize the authorities’ disregard of successful integration in making their decision on 
residency. 
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Nevertheless, the evidence Jörg provides on the legal status of Duldung and 
migration law in Germany helps us to better understand the situation of refugees and 
rejected asylum-seekers. Unlike many other books which describe the whole history 
of German migration policy, she focuses on aspects of asylum policy and refugee 
policy, and their legal regulation, which are often overlooked. In this way, not only the 
analysis of the life and personal narratives of migrants, but also the supporting 
information on the process of getting to the status of Duldung are helpful, because it 
is not often covered in the literature. Because of her interviews and the fact that the 
author followed the lives of her interviewees for some time, the reader is aware of 
Jörg’s thorough knowledge of the actual application of these legal regulations to 
migrants and the problems occurring from them. 

Overall, Jörg’s book gives a good insight into the social reality of life for migrants 
with a Duldung, about which not much is known in migration research. While she 
could have presented a stronger and more detailed theoretical background to the 
study, Jörg is able to show how migrants with Duldung position themselves within the 
public discourse on migration and construct their story with regard to the German 
migration and integration debate, and in order to legitimize their stay in Germany. 


