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Introduction
In the past years, mayors and planners in Europe and the U.S. have discussed the revitalization of so-called ‘shrinking cities’ by welcoming refugees.
One of the most well-known examples is Cleveland’s Dream Neighborhood (Day 2017). The idea has gained new momentum among city officials in
Europe following 2015’s “long summer of migration” (Hess et. al. 2016), during which many refugees sought asylum in Europe and beyond.
‘Shrinking cities’ struggle with the effects of depopulation as major driver of urban shrinkage. Refugees, so it is hoped, can help reverse population
losses and, by that, shrinkage in general. However, is it really that simple? While the argument of abundant housing is strong in times more and more
people on the move, long term considerations must go beyond mere accommodation (Meier 2018). The thesis investigates belonging as important
social, political and personal factor which needs to be drawn into consideration when discussing refugees’ role in revitalization processes.
Image 1: “Re-Imagining Cleveland. Establishing Roots in Cleveland”, © Cities of Migration, 2016

Research-Guiding Questions
•
•
•

In which ways are refugees being included in planning processes and how are they perceived by local planners and policy makers?
What are the politics and formal structures of belonging (i.e. the legal and political contexts and discourses of inclusion and exclusion) – both nationally and locally?
What do we learn about the daily lives of refugees in these ‘shrinking cities’ and how does shrinkage influence their place belongingness (i.e. their economic and social integration,
labor market access, availability of and access to social services and networks, mobility, and their individual perception of being in a place)?
How do refugees perceive their own role in place-making processes in the cities under investigation?

•

Theoretical Framework
What drives people to participate in and care about revitalization processes? Whether refugees
participate in place-making processes – or feel like they can do so –, and whether policy makers and
planners consider them part of the solution, depends on whether they belong: Are refugees included
in revitalization processes and by that, granted their right to shaping the city? Or are they merely
accommodated in the cities’ many vacant houses?
Belonging will be understood as both social and personal concept that allows for a multi-level analysis
of refugees’ daily lives in ‘shrinking cities’. The analysis builds on the understanding that the spatial
environment influences individuals’ sense of belonging (Massey 1995; Turton 2005; Trudeau 2006).
So far, a closer look at refugees’ negotiations of place and belonging in ‘shrinking cities’ is missing,
and with that a better understanding of the structures of their inclusion in and exclusion from placemaking and revitalization processes. Taking this multi-level stance, the thesis aims at better
understanding the challenges to and opportunities of refugee-led revitalization processes, and to
explore the conditions of their success.
Graphic 1: Theoretical Framework

The Case Studies: Towards a Renaissance of the Medium-Sized City?
The cases to be studied are Vierzon (France), Pirmasens (Germany) and Akron, OH (United States), and were selected based on the similarities of their trajectories of shrinkage, and the differences
in their national and local contexts of immigration and refugee integration. In terms of urban decline, all cities experienced significant population losses after having reached their peaks in the 1960s
and 1970s. In all cases, the main driver for decline was deindustrialization with highly specialized former industries disappearing bit by bit. All three cases share a set of characteristics typical for
‘shrinking cities’: an overall negative population development, high unemployment rates, low household incomes, higher poverty rates and lower levels of education. Differing in their approaches to
diversifying their economies and improving their images, they present cases whose analysis can help illustrate how shrinkage creates complex conditions for welcoming refugees, as well as how
shrinkage impacts the social tissue of and cohesion within places.
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The “Shoe City”

The “Porcelaine City”

The “Rubber Capital of the World”

Vierzon (F),
Inhabitants in
1968: 35.775
2016: 26.365
(see INSEE
2020)

Pirmasens (D),
Inhabitants in
1970: 57.773
2019: 40.200
(see Statista 2020)

Image 2: Fountain “Schuster-Joss-Brunnen” in Pirmasens
© Author, 2020
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Akron, OH (U.S.),
Inhabitants in
1960: 290.351
2019: 197.507 (est.)
(see U.S. Census
Bureau)

Image 4: “One Community, Many Cultures”, district sign of North Hill in Akron, OH
© Noor Hindi for Cleveland Scene, 2019

Image 3: Ancient Porcelaine Factory of Gaucher and Vincent-Blin
© Ministère de la Culture (France), Médiathèque de l'architecture et du patrimoine, 2020

Conceptualization of Refugees’ Belonging in
‘Shrinking Cities’ and Methods proposed
The spatial, social and economic characteristics of ‘shrinking cities’ will be analyzed as
aspects of refugees’ “place belongingness”, while local and national refugee discourses and
policies will be studied to learn more about given “politics of belonging” (Antonsich 2010).
Finally, the legal contexts will be analyzed as “formal structures of belonging” (Fenster
2005).
Following Mekdijan (2018), cities will be understood as ambivalent places for migrants –
“both inclusive and exclusive”. Cities affected by structural change, so is being assumed,
are particularly ambivalent for newcomers such as refugees. While some characteristics of
‘shrinking cities’ are expected to shape refugees’ sense of belonging positively, others are
expected to present challenging forces. The “politics” and “formal structures” of belonging,
in turn, are assumed to have an either positive or negative influence.
The research interest demands a Mixed-Methods approach which combines the analysis of
planning documents and socio-economic data with discourse analyses of the media, policy
documents, and semi-structured interviews of planners and refugees.
Graphic 2: Conceptualizing the Links between “Shrinkage” and Belonging

Literature
Glick Schiller, Nina, and Ayse Çağlar. 2016. “Displacement, Emplacement and Migrant Newcomers: Rethinking Urban Sociabilities within Multiscalar Power.” Identities 23(1): 17–
Antonsich, Marco. 2010. “Searching for Belonging - An Analytical Framework: Searching for Belonging.” Geography Compass 4(6): 644–59.
34.
Bagchi-Sen, Sharmistha, Rachel S. Franklin, Peter Rogerson, and Eric Seymour. 2020. “Urban Inequality and the Demographic Transformation of Shrinking Cities: The Role of the Hackworth, Jason. 2015. “Rightsizing as Spatial Austerity in the American Rust Belt.” Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 47(4): 766–82.
Foreign Born.” Applied Geography 116: 102168.
———. 2017. “Urban Decline Is Not Natural.” Metropolitiques: 5.
Day, Devin., 2017. DREAM IN PROGRESS: The Cleveland Dream Neighborhood. A case study of proposed revitalization in the Stockyard and Clark-Fulton neighborhoods through Leitner, Helga. 2012. Spaces of Encounters: Immigration, Race, Class, and the Politics of Belonging in Small-Town America. Annals of the Association of American Geographers
housing rehabilitation and refugee resettlement. Department of Urban and Regional Planning. University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Champaign, IL.
102, 828–846. https://doi.org/10.1080/00045608.2011.601204
Fainstein, Susan S. 2005. “Cities and Diversity: Should We Want It? Can We Plan For It?” Urban Affairs Review 41(1): 3–19.
Massey, Doreen. 1995. The conceptualization of place. In Massey, D. & P. Jess (eds.). A Place in the World? Places, Cultures and Globalization (pp. 45-86). Oxford: Oxford
———. 2009. “Spatial Justice and Planning.” In Readings in Planning Theory, eds. Susan S. Fainstein and James DeFilippis. Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 258–72.
University Press.
http://doi.wiley.com/10.1002/9781119084679.ch13 (March 31, 2020).
Meier, Sabine. 2018. Being Accommodated, Well Then? ‘Scalar Narratives’ on Urban Transformation and Asylum Seekers’ Integration in Mid-Sized Cities. UP 3, 129.
Fawaz, Mona et al. (Eds.). 2018. Refugees as City Makers. Beirut: American University Beirut.
https://doi.org/10.17645/up.v3i4.1670
Fenster, Tovi and Ilan Vizel. 2006. Practices of belonging in a reality of deportation: African churches in Tel Aviv Jaffa’. Hagar: Studies in Culture, Polity and Identities 7 (1), pp. 7– Mekdjian, Sarah. 2018. Urban artivism and migrations. Disrupting spatial and political segregation of migrants in European cities. Cities, 77, pp. 39-48.
24.
Mitchell, Don. 2000. Cultural Geography - A Critical Introduction. Oxford / Malden (Mass.): Blackwell.
Fol, Sylvie, and Emmanuèle Cunningham-Sabot. 2010. “« Déclin Urbain » et Shrinking Cities : Une Évaluation Critique Des Approches de La Décroissance Urbaine.” Annales de
Nussbaum, Martha. 2003. “Capabilities as Fundamental Entitlements: Sen and Social Justice. Feminist Economics 9(2–3): 33–59.
géographie 674(4): 359.
Trudeau, Daniel. 2006. “Politics of Belonging in the Construction of Landscapes: Place-Making, Boundary-Drawing and Exclusion.” cultural geographies 13(3): 421–43.
Foroutan, Naika. (2018). Was will eine postmigrantische Gesellschaftsanalyse? In Foroutan, N./Karakayali, J. & R. Spielhaus (Eds.) (2018). Postmigrantische Perspektiven.
Turton, David. 2005. “The Meaning of Place in a World of Movement: Lessons from Long-Term Field Research in Southern Ethiopia.” Journal of Refugee Studies 18(3): 258–80.
Ordnungssysteme, Repräsentationen, Kritik (pp. 269-299). Frankfurt/New York: Campus Verlag.

This project has received funding from
the European Union’s Horizon 2020
research and innovation programme
under Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant
agreement No 813803

