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Connecting place and placing power: a multiscalar approach
to mobilities, migrant services and the migration industry

Nina Glick Schiller

Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology, Halle/Saale, Germany

ABSTRACT
This paper historically situates and explores the strengths of multiscalar
analysis, at a moment when the term ‘multiscalar’ has been adopted by
researchers within the intersecting scholarships of migration, mobilities,
and urban studies. Developed by critical geographers to speak about the
intersection of processes of capital accumulation, governance, and urban
regeneration, the meaning of multiscalar has become diffuse and
conflated with terms such as entwined networks, multisited ethnography
and assemblage. Countering these trends, this paper develops as a
‘multisighted’ explanatory framework. A multisighted analysis begins with
individual local actors, their motivations and emplacements, and explicates
the dynamics of power that extend across multiple units of governance
and contribute to processes of capital accumulation. To illustrate the
strengths of this approach, the paper draws from a study of the provision
of migrant services, which local interlocutors in a relatively impoverished
east German city label ‘the integration business’. The arrival of Ukrainian
migrants in 2022 is shown to have further enmeshed multiple interrelated
individuals, migrant-serving projects, charities, foundations and govern-
mental institutions into networks that supported migrant settlement and
became intertwined in a globe-spanning migration industry.
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Introduction

Critical geographers have begun to include migrants more systematically as place-makers
(Brenner 2019; Hart 2018) . Meanwhile, mobilities scholars address both stasis and mobilities,
speaking of a ‘global order… . of multiple and intersecting mobilities [that] seem to produce a
more “networked” patterning of economic and social life, even for those who have not moved’
(Hannam, Sheller and Urry 2008, 2; see also Adey 2006). Introducing a concept of ‘entangled
mobilities, Wyss and Dahinden (2022, 2) argue that ‘the potential of a "mobility lens" has not yet
been fully exploited in migration’.

As these discussions extend migration, mobilities, and urban studies beyond the migrant-non-
migrant divide (Ça�glar and Glick Schiller 2018) and contemplations of ‘demigratization’
(Dahinden 2016), scholars from several cross-fertilized disciplines increasingly signal simultaneous
connectivity and emplacement by deploying the term ‘multiscalar’ (Cirolia and Scheba 2019;
Salizar 2022, Williamson 2015). However, the concept of multiscalar is often not sufficiently
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explicated nor are its multiple historical conceptual roots adequately acknowledged and traced.
Lacking conceptual clarity, researchers often conflate the term multiscalar with other methodolo-
gies or analytics such as ‘multi-sited’ (Marcus 1995, 1) or multi-level comparison (Schnegg 2014,
55) or reduce it to a descriptor without explanatory power.

In this paper, I argue for a multiscalar analysis that moves beyond descriptions of multiple
connections in and across political boundaries. The ’multisighted’ analysis I outline reveals how
locally engaged actors participate as agents of globe-spanning processes including the accumu-
lation of capital. I illustrate this multiscalar approach with an example of how a nexus of local
people in an impoverished east German city, who welcomed migrants including those fleeing
the war in Ukraine in 2022, became agents and co-constitutors of a multiscalar migration
industry.

Historically situating multiscalar analysis

Multiscalar methods reveal connections among multiple local migrant and non-migrant individu-
als, households, families, members of informal and formal associations, as well as public and pri-
vate institutions of governance, finance, production, and service located in multiple elsewheres.
At the same time, as this paper will demonstrate, multiscalar analysis explains the dynamics of
power that account for the constitution and transformations of interconnections that extend
across multiple units of governance, while highlighting the underlying dynamics of capital accu-
mulation. Each location can potentially serve as an entry point in an analysis of interlinked insti-
tutions and agents within the mutually constituting processes through which territorial units,
institutions, social relations and individual lives are remade, delineated, and governed (Brenner
2019; Glick Schiller and Ça�glar 2011; Ça�glar and Glick Schiller 2018, 2021).

However, the potential of a multiscalar analytical framework continues to be undervalued
because, even as they evoke the term multiscalar, researchers reproduce understandings of scale
inherited from the past. It is worthwhile briefly addressing the conceptual heritage of debates
about the concept of scale in order to exorcise these ghosts.

Comparative scales of complexity

In the post-World War II era of the twilight of colonialism, while a handful of scholars looked globally
and acknowledged Europe and North America’s imperial expropriations (Balandier [1951] 1966), most
Euro-American social scientists took another path and resisted the global scale. Rather, they used the
term ’scale’ to produce comparative studies of the differential social complexity of what they con-
ceived of as bounded societies. Occasionally these comparisons connected ‘small-scale’ societies to
the ‘four quarters of the globe’, including daily life in England (Wilson and Wilson 1945, 25).
However, even the Manchester school scholars, who studied social networks, generally were
constrained by a penchant for face-to-face study. They followed Max Gluckman’s suggestion that
analysts should be open to broader connections but could proceed as if systems were ‘closed’
(Devons and Gluckman 1964, 13; Barnes 1954; Bott 1957; Epstein 1961; Mitchell 1969; Wolfe 2008).
When, in the 1970s, ‘a number of intelligent individuals struggle[ed] to define scale’ – still under-
stood as an index of comparative social complexity – they made ‘little headway’ (Weis 1980, 135,
see also Barth 1978; Berreman et al. 1978). This view of scale persists; it is evident in Schnegg’s
(2020, Hannam, et al. 2008) call for ‘scaling ethnography up.’

The re-emergence of a global perspective

In the 1970s, just as national liberation struggles were being superseded by the initiation of neo-
liberal agendas in various localities around the world, scholars in multiple disciplines broke away
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from the vision of bounded societies of different scales of complexity. Building on Marx’s global
perspective on processes of capital accumulation, they produced wide-ranging, if short-lived,
conversations about world systems, dependencies, core and periphery, and unequal global rela-
tionships (Cardoso and Faletto 1979; Cox 1964; Frank 1967; Hopkins and Wallerstein 1982; Nash
and Fernandez-Kelly 1984; Rodney [1972] 2018; Robinson 2019; Williams 1964; Wolf 1982).

Analysts connected the reorganization of the global economy by financial institutions and cor-
porations to increasing migration, tracing the movement of workers and professionals from post-
colonial countries to capitalist centers and noting the emergence of remittance economies
(Portes and Walton 1981; Chaney 1979). At this juncture, a set of anthropologists initiated a
‘transnational framework for the study of migration’ (Glick Schiller, Linda, and Cristina 1992) that
situated migrants as actors within the restructuring of global processes of capital accumulation
(Basch, Schiller, and Szanton-Blanc 1994; Kearney and Nagengast 1989; Rouse 1991). However,
although these migration scholars deployed this explanatory framework to critique the methodo-
logical nationalism of migration studies, they failed to explore place-making and the restructur-
ing of governance within transnational processes of capital acquisition. This analysis only
emerged as critical geographers developed an analysis of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’
(Brenner and Theodore 2002, 1), urban regeneration and the relationship between mobile capital
and fixed spaces of investment.

Neoliberalism and the loss of explanation

By the last decade of the 20th century, the conjunctural transformations that came to be known
as neoliberalism intensified. In the primarily descriptive globalization studies of that moment,
authors highlighted fluidity, mobility, and networks (Appadurai 1996; Bauman 2000). Latour
(2007). They set aside earlier frameworks rooted in an analysis of the dispossessive forces of cap-
ital accumulation. Castells (1996, 417 & 429), for example, argued that ‘the global city is not a
place, but a process connecting a global network on the basis of ‘information flows’; ‘a space of
flows’ .

Seeking to speak about interconnected action and process across various spaces and to coun-
ter the tendency to privilege one particular spatiality (Leitner et al. 2008), even some geogra-
phers lost their advocacy ‘for space’ (Massey 2005). They foregrounded motion, plurality, and
‘spatio-temporal process’ within the ‘global scale’ (Inda and Rosaldo 2002, 9; McFarlane 2009;
Sheppard 2002).

To signal multiple entanglements, many processual scholars adopted the term ‘assemblage’
but jettisoned Deleuze’s initiating force of desire. Instead they deployed Deleuze and Parnet’s
([1977] 2006, 52) notion that ‘assemblage’s only unity is that of a co-functioning… contagions,
epidemics, the wind.’ In this approach, all things – human and non-human – work together in a
mechanical fashion so that they do not fundamentally alter each other. Despite emphasizing pro-
cess, most assemblage scholars dismissed efforts to explain transformations of scalar relations in
terms of processes of capital accumulation as ‘totalizing’ (Li 2007, 265). This has left their referen-
ces to ‘the age of neoliberalism,’ ‘the neoliberal context,’ and the ‘neoliberal concern to downsize
and decentralize’ (Li 2007, 284) on the level of description.

In the first years of the 21st century, an interdisciplinary cohort of scholars led by Sheller and
Urry (2006) articulated a ‘new mobilities paradigm’ that urged processual scholars to remember
space and place. They stated that ‘places are thus not so much fixed as implicated within com-
plex networks by which hosts, guests, buildings, objects, and machines are contingently brought
together to produce certain performances in certain places at certain times’ (Urry and Sheller
2008, 214). While they revived an interest in studying motion and location as shaped by the
powerful processes of empowerment and exclusion, mobilities scholars have continued to favor
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description over explanation, despite arguing that the mobility turn provides ‘compelling new
modes of knowing’ (B€uscher and Urry 2009, 110).

Ethnography of plain site

Meanwhile, the celebration of the processual fluidities, networks, and spatialized performances
left ethnographers with the challenge of locating their research site and units of study and ana-
lysis. George Marcus (1995, 97; 1986, 166,168) responded by advising anthropologists to retreat
from the study of globe-spanning interconnections, which he deemed the domain of those pur-
suing ‘macrosociological questions’. Instead, building on an ‘anthropological understanding of
space and place’ (McKenzie Aucoin 2017, 395), which continued to favor ‘committed localism’
and immersion in ‘face-to-face communities and groups’ (Marcus 1986, 99), Marcus advised eth-
nographers to respond to the mobilities of people and objects by following them as they moved
between ‘discontinuous multi-sited objects of study’. Accordingly, ethnographers studying trans-
national migration traced social relations across national boundaries but focused on kin, ethnic
or ethno-religious bounded spaces, transnational or diasporic communities, transnational social
formations, transnational villages or families (Al-Ali and Koser 2003; Faist 1998; Olwig 2007;
Vertovec 1998).

Arriving at multiscalar analysis by theorizing neoliberal capitalism

In geography, scale had historically denoted fixed bounded territorial units of governance,
‘nested’ in a hierarchy of spatial expanse: individual, household, neighborhood, city, province,
nation-state, and the globe. The term was used as an abstraction that crystalized ‘historically and
geographically specific social relations’ (Brenner 2011, 31). As neoliberal policies were initiated
globally, critical geographers began examining the reorganization of scales of governance and
refined a concept of multiscalar (Smith 1996; Brenner and Theodore 2002). Debates raged about
how to conceptualize the social construction of spaces, their relationality, and the term ‘scale’
(Marston 2000). Some geographers turned to Lefebvre’s ([1974] 1991) theorization of the rela-
tionalities of urban spaces of capital accumulation.

Lefebvre ([1974] 1991) approached cities as sites of conflict over the construction and destruc-
tion of capital within globe-spanning dispossessive processes of accumulation. This perspective
on cities facilitated explorations of the interlinks between global capitalist crisis and temporary
spatializations. Building on Marx’s ([1867] 1976, chapter 33) understanding that ‘capital is not a
thing, but a social relation between persons,’ Lefebvre stressed that ‘when no heed is paid to
the relations that inhere to social facts, knowledge misses its target; our understanding is
reduced to a confirmation of the …multiplicity of things and gets lost in classifications, descrip-
tion and segmentation’ (Lefebvre [1974] 1991, 81).

Entering into the fray with this Lefebvrean perspective, a new critical geography of multiscalar
analysis brought together discussions of globalization, interconnections, spatialization, migration
and urbanization in a potent scholarship that combined description and explanation (Hart 2002,
2018). A cohort of researchers furthered Harvey’s (2001, 23) analysis of the uneven spatialization
of processes of capital accumulation. They deepened his portrayal of the relationship between
fluidity and fixity, and the way urban regeneration provides short-term ‘spatial fixes’ to crises of
capital accumulation and falling rates of profit.

Critical geographers developed a set of key concepts including ‘the politics of scale’ (Smith
1996, 63), ‘multiscalar’ governance, the ‘rescaling’ of statehood (Jessop 2009), ‘socio-spatiality’
(Jessop, Brenner, and Jones 2008); ‘the processes of “rescaling” of cities’ (Glick Schiller and Ça�glar
2011; Glick Schiller 2012) and ‘relationality’ (Brenner 2004, 257; McCann and Ward 2010, 175),
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which discarded notions of levels of analysis – macro, meso, and micro – as well as bounded ter-
ritorially nested concepts of scale.

Synthesizing this literature, Brenner (2019) has offered a multiscalar approach to social trans-
formation that joins mobilities and settled spaces. However, Brenner doesn’t sufficiently develop
research modalities capable of exploring the specific local ways in which people bring together,
and are reconstituted within changing moral economies, and multiple relationalities including
relations of capital within their daily multiscalar lives. Yet multiscalar analysis has the scope to
address the embedding of values and moralities within social and economic relations. To date
scholars have expanded a multiscalar analysis of the moral economy of migrants and non-
migrant within city-making processes, focusing on sociabilities forged within urban regeneration,
displacement, and dispossession (Glick Schiller and Ça�glar 2011; Glick Schiller and Schmidt 2016,
Ça�glar and Schiller 2018; Glick Schiller 2022).

The multiscalar framework, with its concerns for location and networks of governance and
capital accumulation, has not been brought to bear on the emerging theorization of migra-
tion as an industry, and an industry that transforms moral economies. The terms ‘migration
industry’ and ‘migration infrastructure’ are increasingly used to acknowledge the nexus of
private and public organizations and government agencies that profit from human mobility,
in both activities that facilitate movement across borders and in efforts to manage and pre-
vent such movement (Xiang and Lindquist 2014; Gammeltoft-Hansen and Nyberg Sorensen
2012; Hern�andez-Le�on 2012).

The migration industry literature unites the analysis of legal and illegal human mobility and
activities organized to impede and facilitate mobility (Lindquist, Xiang, and Yeoh 2012).
Gammeltoft-Hansen and Nyberg Sorensen (2012, 9) note that this industry includes a humanitar-
ian sector ‘driven by motives other than merely commercial gain [… that] tend to justify their
role on the basis of other kinds of capital, e.g. social or humanitarian’. However this framing of
the ‘humanitarian sector‘, which Dadusc and Mudu (2022) call the ‘humanitarian industrial com-
plex’, acknowledges the entanglement of political economy and moral desire.

In the last few years, researchers have explored the migrant settlement processes that are
part of this complex, including them in the term ‘arrival infrastructure’ (Meeus, Heur, and Arnaut
2019.) In formulating the term ‘arrival infrastructure’, Meeus, Heur, and Arnaut (2019, 2) empha-
size the processual aspects of migration that include both mobility and emplacement.

The notion of arrival infrastructures hence emphasizes the continuous and manifold ‘infrastructuring
practices’ by a range of actors in urban settings, which create a multitude of ‘platforms of arrival and take-
off’ within, against, and beyond the infrastructures of the state. Moreover, it opens up avenues to examine
and align the resistance against exclusionary bordering practices in a multitude of sites, and to rethink the
role of a supportive state that is not conditional on permanency and assimilation.

Multiscalar methods and analysis encompass these processes of governance and resistances,
while explicating and locating the globe-spanning activities that have been termed the migration
industry. These activities include the local forms of non-government organizations that engage
in what can be called the integration business. As the following illustration of migrant services in
Ostburgl1 makes clear, a multiscalar analysis of the linkages between local organizations and cor-
porate or public/private entities can make visible the connections between global processes of
capital accumulation and various efforts of local actors to support and welcome refugees, includ-
ing those organizations funded to provide ‘integration’.

Refugee resettlement: illustrating multiscalar methods and analysis

Mikael described himself as being in ‘the integration business’, which he said worked through a
series of umbrella organizations.
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You found an umbrella. You take the money but others are allotted to do the work. You give out work and
a small amount of money. They produce statistics from this work and you write a good report. You use the
money you get for the umbrella to finance your organization. The umbrella doesn’t do the work.

Mikael made this statement after he had gone from being a committed volunteer providing refu-
gee support in Ostburg for a number of years to a grant writer and disenchanted paid staff of
Migrant Partners, a local ‘umbrella organization.’

Mikael went on to explain what he meant by umbrella organization, describing them as coali-
tions of organizations that provided migrant services. Umbrellas were active in the city, the
regional state (land), and on the federal level. These umbrella organizations had small paid staffs
who raised money, initiated projects, networked and recruited and supervised volunteers. It was
usually volunteers who provided assistance, advice, support, education, and referrals to migrants.
Mikael had become an expert in this integration business and his work over the years had given
him personal relations to members of the city administration and the Federal Office for
Migration and Refugees (BAMF).

Umbrella proved to be a key word among those active in the organization of migration serv-
ices in Ostburg and functioned as a local idiom for the unequal and extractive multiscalar rela-
tions of the integration business. Umbrellas were funded structures with small staffs that claimed
to represent, coordinate, or facilitate the activities of the handfuls to hundreds of organizations
the umbrella oversaw. A central activity of the staff was to create new projects and apply for
new funding, since many projects required annual reapplication and none were funded for lon-
ger than three years. The influx of millions of euro into Ostburg from an array of federal, regional
states, and city funding sources, foundations, and charitable donations primarily went to main-
tain the hierarchy of umbrella organizations and their staff.2

Mikael was one of four interlocutors who invoked the term ‘integration business’ in discus-
sions of their work as staff or volunteers in umbrellas or migrant service organizations. At the
moment in 2022 when the arrival of several thousand Ukrainian migrants in Ostburg intensified
the need for humanitarian support, others spoke in similar terms.3 Staff spoke of cost accounting,
production statistics, and described how, as they worked in migrant service organizations, their
motivations were transformed from a desire to contribute to society to a search for personal job
security. Some approached refugees as commodities, which their organization had to acquire in
order to compete for funding (Wenger 2023).

Our research explored how the multiscalar transmission of organizational funding, informa-
tion, and assistance within the arrival infrastructure connected migrants and non-migrants to
various institutions of power, processes of governance and modes of capital accumulation.
Research methods that traced multiscalar relations included interviews of one to three hours,
participant observation in events linked to organizations, and scrutiny of official documents,
statements, news stories, websites and social media. Our analysis traced the power dynamics
and interactions between individual actors, organizations, and corporations in the city and land,
German federal government, the EU, and international investment and banking interests.

Over eight months, three co-researchers, a research coordinator and I spoke with fifty-three
interlocutors, who represented forty-two organizations, government offices, or projects providing
migrant services. Half of our interlocutors were leaders or staff in organizations working with
migrants, 30% were volunteers and 21% were officials or governmental staff.4 Seventy-two per-
cent were of German background and 28% were of migrant background. The organizations
researched were not a random sample; they represented the broad range of governmental, pub-
lic/private charitable and service providing organizations and independent voluntary organiza-
tions in the city.

Migrant support in Ostburg built on a local infrastructure of umbrellas and their member
organizations and projects, which offered a range of services and civic culture initiatives. These
had been developing slowly ever since German unification in 1990 but expanded and became
more migrant focused in response to the 2015 arrival in Germany of approximately one million
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refugees. However, as Ukrainians began fleeing from the Russian attack in 2022, it was volun-
teers, who at first were not linked to the migrant service arrival infrastructure, who initiated sup-
port activities. They organized collections of supplies and informal convoys to bring supplies to
Ukraine and bring back women and children fleeing the war.

Nonetheless, by beginning with individual actors and briefly tracing their engagement in vol-
unteer initiatives to assist Ukrainian migrants, it is possible to identify the forces that forged con-
nections among volunteers, paid staff, the city government, and multiple multiscalar institutions.
At the same time, applying a multiscalar analysis elucidates why the staff of local projects spoke
of ‘the integration business’. Tracing the linkages of these projects, staff, volunteers, and
migrants to multiscalar institutions through funding and governance structures makes visible the
presence and dynamics of a migration industry.

Even if our analysis steps away from the types of funded projects that Mikael and other inter-
locutors identified as ‘the integration business’ and begins with Ukrainians seeking help form the
clusters of unfunded volunteers, a multiscalar approach makes clear how these efforts became
enmeshed in the broader corporate charitable organizations that can be seen as a humanitarian
sector of the migration industry. It reveals the conjoining of individual desires to contribute to
social justice and the globe-spanning nexus of a migration industry, whose humanitarian as well
as punitive sectors engage in capital accumulation.

For example, Irina, her mother and children came to Ostburg from the Ukraine with the help
of Volunteer Caravan. The Caravan was organized by Herman, who had responded to Ostburg’s
post-socialist trajectory of deindustrialization and subsequent repositioning as a regenerated but
relatively impoverished city by establishing a business but seeking a meaningful life through
humanitarian actions. His previous social justice and commercial experience gave him multiple
ties to public and private organizations, from which he obtained support for the Caravan.
The dedicated volunteers of the Caravan relied on their own multiple personal connections
to sustain the Caravan. These included church congregations in Ostburg, the local and inter-
national Red Cross and German, Polish, and Ukrainian national and local officials, who assisted in
border crossings.

Melissa, one of the local volunteers, connected the Caravan to her neighborhood Lutheran
church, which offered to store donated supplies until they could be sorted and shipped. Born in
the GDR, and living on the small federal disability payments, Melissa became active in the church
in her search for community, social equality and a meaningful life. The congregation she joined
had begun refugee support in 2015, when Syrian and Afghani refugees arrived in the city.
Melissa and the church refugee support committee convinced the congregational leadership to
assist the Caravan.

Once the Caravan delivered its supplies and brought Irina, her kin, and many other new arriv-
als to Ostburg, they entered an arrival infrastructure that connected migrants to volunteers with
humanitarian motivations, organizations engaged in the integration business and political actors
within the city administration, land, and German federal agencies. As Ukrainians such as Irma
joined the population of refugees and asylum seekers striving to settle in Ostburg, their presence
and needs led to increased public and charitable funding for the structures of migrant support.
Each umbrella organization sought and received the new funding available from federal and EU
sources for projects based on volunteer labor. Pan-Culture was one of the members of a local
structure of umbrella organizations that became active in Ukrainian support.

After February 2022, Pan-Culture, which had originated as a local pan-Slavic cultural organiza-
tion, transformed its office into a venue where volunteers projects brought donated food and
supplies. Pan-Culture then organized convoys of volunteers to bring these supplies to the
Ukraine and to bring back and try to settle Ukrainians seeking refuge. Contributions flowed into
its office and Pan-Culture members were overwhelmed. At this juncture, many organizations and
public actors in Ostburg, including a city councilman, set up websites soliciting donations for
Ukrainian support. However, rather than assisting Pan-Culture or the two other local Ukrainian
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organizations to establish a well-funded Ukrainian project, the existing umbrellas strove to set
up their own projects. Even Migrant Partners, the umbrella to which Pan Culture belonged,
sought to establish and fund its own Ukrainian project. Meanwhile, Regional Coalition, the
umbrella of migrant-based organizations in the land, to which Migrant Partners belonged,
obtained more than 6 million euros for new Ukrainian projects from the Federal Ministry of
Education and funding from the land. The new monies were for integration projects for
Ukrainian children in the Ostburg schools.

As the various local organizations and umbrellas competed with each other for new projects,
their activities sustained dense, intertwined multiscalar networks that extended across time and
space. Migrant Partners, for example, where Mikael worked, was part of Ostburg’s City Migrant
Umbrella, which in turn was part of the Ostburg Migrant Network embedded in the City
Integration and Democracy Hub. In the Hub, according to a city official, the Ostburg Migrant
Network represented a local network ‘of about 250 people who are active in different specialist
groups and are affiliated with different institutions from the city administration, the Department
of social affairs, the Foreigners Council, the Jobs Center, City Volunteer Recruiters Association,
BAMF, as well as many organizations active in the field of integration work including day-care
centres’ (City of Osburg 2022). In 2022, the annual Ostburg Migration Report listed 269 organiza-
tions as part of this network (City of Osburg 2022). According to the Report ‘The Network … is
a necessary control instrument with the help of which integration measures and offers are coor-
dinated and made accessible to the respective target group [working] together with volunteers
and full-time network members.’

Migrant Partners was not only a member of the City Migrant Network and the Regional
Coalition but also of Federal Migrants and Act-Now. Act-Now was an east German coalition that
obtained federal and charitable funding to advocate for refugees. Federal Migrants was an
umbrella representing migrant organizations in several dozen cities in ten federal states.

The multiscalar channels of funding and the hierarchies of supervision that underlay the local
integration business revealed the intersection of public narratives of rescue and welcome for
migrants and the humanitarian sector of the globe-spanning migration industry. For example,
Historic Charity Corporation-Ukrainian Project was one of the projects funded in 2022 to assist
Ukrainians with applications to the German-language-only bureaucracies that allocated residence
permits and multiple public benefits. Noting the business aspects of her work, Viktoria, a staff
member and project director, described her organization’s inclusion of Ukrainians as follows. The
Corporation added Ukrainians but it is ‘basically the same project … as the one I have been run-
ning since 2016, … supporting refugees in the city with so-called “integration” with the help of
volunteers. … My job is to acquire volunteers, supervise them, train them, and support them
where they need help. This project initially was funding by the BAMF in 100 locations all over
Germany … . and the new Ukrainian funding came from them.’

Viktoria, who grew up in eastern Germany and sought meaningful employment by assisting
migrants, was clear about how her low-waged job fit into the larger corporate and governance
structure and was linked to global scale actors. The central office of Historic Charity reduced the
project budgets to compete for grants by having ‘even more work taken over by the volunteer-
s… . However, … if the global situation worsens and more people flee, then there will be more
money again and things will change again. The changes [in the local services] depend largely on
the funding pots and on the global situation - less on city political things’.

Historic Charity was the German division of a venerable world-wide institution, which func-
tioned in Germany as a German limited liability corporations. ‘The German limited liability com-
pany, or GmbH, is increasingly used in Germany to create not-for-profit entities’, which are
exempt from most taxes but do accrue corporate capital through wholly-owned subsidiary busi-
nesses5 (https://cof.org/content/nonprofit-law-germany). These non-profit entities are organized
as national or international charities, religious organizations, or welfare associations.
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In Ostburg, Historic Charity provided refugee services but elsewhere in Germany it owned an
array of businesses including nursing homes, training institutes, and counseling programs. These
businesses profit from publicly-funded contracts, while the humanitarian activities are able to
obtain tax-free government funding and donations to sustain the organizational infrastructure
and public profile. Historic Charity is one of several organizations our research team encountered
that maintained this Janus-face humanitarian/corporate profit-making profile. Each of these
organizations strongly advocated for service provision through volunteer unpaid labor.

The arrival of several thousand Ukrainians into Ostburg highlighted the contradictions of
German migration policy that maintained substantial barriers to migration and settlement and
yet sustained the humanitarian branch of the migration industry. On the one hand, in the case
of Ukrainians, the federal government dropped many of its barriers to service for non-citizens,
granting Ukrainian entrants temporary residence with access to the Jobs Center, daycare,
schools, universities, healthcare, employment, welfare, private and corporately held housing and
stipends for housing and furniture. On the other hand, newcomers had to learn a complex bur-
eaucratic system, applications for services remained in German, and official offices had only
German-speaking staff. To overcome the barriers that it had itself produced, the German govern-
ment provided public funding – supplemented by grants from tax-exempt foundations and char-
ities – for the densely inter-meshed multiscalar projects of the local integration businesses.

If examined as mechanisms to procure funds for jobs, office rentals, meetings, events, web-
sites and publicity and to justify the financing of hierarchies of supervisory organizations, the
local migrant service projects and their umbrellas can indeed be considered as local businesses
within a far-reaching migration industry. Meanwhile relatively minimal amounts of funds go to
the actual provision of services, since projects are built on volunteer workers – including increas-
ing numbers of people of migrant background. A full multiscalar analysis of the migration indus-
try in Ostburg would trace the legal status, fundraising strategies, arrival infrastructures and
pathways through which local integration businesses were linked to powerful corporate interests
and tax-free profit-making activities. Such an analysis would contribute to the historic quest in
social science to join individual motivations and action, the constitution of place, and the move-
ment of people, goods, ideas and capital.

I should note that the topics of concern to critical geographers, such as the restructuring of
urban governance and the role of the real estate industry in creating spatial fixes for contradic-
tions in the rates of capital accumulation, were also evident in the research. The second division
of the Ostburg Migration and Democracy Hub linked newly arrived Ukrainians and refugees to
housing. With the use of federal subsidies, newcomers were placed in properties controlled by
housing corporations, in an arrangement that benefited both the city government and the cor-
porations. Newcomers were also placed in former socialist housing now owned by international
finance corporations. Low-income tenants, including refugees, served as a form of state-
subsidized low market income stream for the corporations that bought former socialist housing
in eastern Germany (Bernt 2021).6 The arrival infrastructure’s multiscalar linkages to the real
estate industry located migrants within place-making processes.

Conclusions

Having traced the historical development of and arguments for multiscalar methods and analysis,
I provided an example of this approach by explicating the intersections of individual motivation,
humanitarian organization and political economy. I explained how researchers can begin a study
with an individual Ukrainian migrant seeking refuge from the devastation of war for herself,
mother, and children and link her presence to the actions of volunteers and staff of migrant ser-
vice organizations responding to a humanitarian crisis. After situating all of these actors, I argued
that the intertwining personal, organizational, governmental, and corporate dynamics in which
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they were emplaced as agentive participants can be said to constitute a migration industry. The
concept of ‘migration infrastructure’ has been useful in migration studies by serving to ‘unpack
the process of mediation ’and identifying ‘the systematically interlinked technologies, institutions,
and actors that facilitate and condition mobility’ (Xiang and Lindquist 2014, S112)’. By situating
the exercise of various types of power in space and time, a multiscalar approach develops the
concepts of ‘migration infrastructures’ and ‘arrival infrastructures’ while demystifying and materi-
alizing the term ‘migration industry’.

The data presented here illustrated the way in which multiscalar methods were able to
identify the structure and the links between local actors, the infrastructure of volunteer services,
and the multiscalar migration industry locally, regionally, in Germany, the EU, and globally.
Moreover, I indicate how such a multiscalar method can reveal how individual actions and desire
to contribute to social justice through assisting refugees may constitute modes of capital accu-
mulation. Local project staff and administrators, and the various umbrellas to which they belong,
can be seen as both supporting and contesting directives, organizational structures and modes
of governance that transform their efforts to meet social needs into a business of applying for
and obtaining funding for organizational infrastructures. Multiscalar methods allow analyses of
the perspectives of multiple actors with different degrees of power, situated within far-ranging
networks of political, economic and discursive power.

Further explorations of the relationships between humanitarian projects of Ostburg’s migra-
tion businesses would explicate how cities forge welcoming public profiles within their urban
regeneration projects yet encapsulate local sociabilities between migrants and non-migrants
within a far-reaching profit seeking migration industry. That is to say, the ethnographic example
presented here contributes to ongoing analyses of multiscalar place making within processes of
capital accumulation by dispossession and displacement (Brenner 2019; Ça�glar and Glick Schiller
2018, 2021; Glick Schiller 2022; Hart 2018).

Hence, multiscalar analysis speaks to the ongoing reconstituting of peoples’ lives as they
engage in the multiple networks of disparate power, including the power of capital, that reach
across various territorially-based scales of governance. In a multiscalar methodology, the
researcher not only examines multiple connections across time and space but also accounts for
the transformative dynamics that underlie what Massey (1993) called ‘power geometry’.
Multiscalar analysis furthers Hannan, Sheller and Urry (2006, 3) observation that ‘mobilities also
are caught up in power geometries of everyday life’. Therefore, multiscalar analysis moves
beyond description, explaining the dynamics that entangle and interweave disparate social net-
works, hierarchies of power, the governance of territory, the movement of people and capital,
and the social constitution of space into place. It integrates analysis of spatialization, political
economy, processual transformations over time, mobilities, and cultural reformulations.
Multiscalar analysis allows researchers to maintain a global perspective and yet do a more fine-
tuned reading of the connections and agentive processes that underlie the entangled intercon-
nections such as the local migration businesses of the arrival infrastructure.

A multiscalar framework not only combines the scholarships of migration, mobilities, and
place-making as interrelated relational processes but also lends them elucidatory strength.
Therefore, it also assists researchers, practitioners, and social activists to explore the contradic-
tions, tensions, and possibilities that we face when – as in the case of those who reach out to
welcome refugees – we seek to contribute to movements for social justice. It allows us to con-
nect what feels like disparate and dispiriting aspects of our lives, bringing together the connec-
tivities among people, places, and diverse forms of power and providing us with empowering
insights into contemporary transformations of capitalism. We move beyond the label ‘neoliberal’
to understand the way humanitarian motivations and processes of capital accumulation become
joined. The power of the term comes from its exposure of the dynamics that join the actions
and motivations of diverse actors, the instruments of governance, and political economy.
However, if multiscalar analysis is stripped of its explanatory potential by being defined as
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synonymous with descriptive terms such as multiple entwined networks or assemblage, then it
leads nowhere. We need to build an analytical framework robust enough to explore future con-
figurations of place, mobility, and power.

Notes

1. All personal and organizational names and the research site are pseudonyms. This research followed informed
consent procedures with interview partners, which included an explanation of the study and the uses of
information obtained together with an assurance of anonymity. The research team, whose collective insights
are embedded in this analysis, included Johann-Christian Niebuhr, Sonja Hasse, Anna Francesca Kern, and
Sabine Blechschmidt. Special thanks to Julia Wenger for her assistance, research and theory-building and to
Max Planck Directors Ursala Rau and Xiang Biao for their generous support and encouragement.

2. In 2019, the year before the pandemic, the Federal government spent about 14.6 billion euros on services
related to migrants with approximately 6.3 billion euros of this allocated to the L€ander and municipalities.
(Malteser Hilfsdienst 2021, 22)

3. The arrival of large numbers of Ukrainians fleeing war in the Ukraine in Germany, the EU, the UK, and North
America in the spring of 2022 and the different arrival infrastructures they experienced in various nation-state,
regions of countries, and cities is an important topic of research. See for example the survey of Ukrainian
refugees in Konstanz, Baden-W€urttemberg Germany conducted by Sydorov and Kovalska (2022).

4. Many respondents fit in more than one category—staff of an organization and also an official; many had also
moved through various positions such as from volunteer to city official

5. See Federal Court (Bundesgerichtshof), 16.5.2017–II ZB 7/16, and NJW (Neue Juristische Wochenzeitschrift)
2017, 1943.)

6. Along with Sydorov and Kovalska (2022), we found that the ability of the city to provide flats for newcomers
and the location of affordable housing affects migrant emplacement and migrants’ ability to access services.
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Ça�glar, Ayşe, and Nina Glick Schiller. 2018. Migrants and City-Making: Dispossession, Displacement, and Urban

Regeneration. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
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