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Based on ethnographic research among Burundian refugee boys and young men
in Nakivale refugee settlement in Uganda, we explore how boys and young men
in the camp, guided by the longing for a better life, aspire for onward migration
and develop strategies based on their knowledge of relevant legal frameworks.
Given that onward migration under the UNHCR framework is possible for only
the most ‘vulnerable’, we highlight the negotiation strategies adopted by some
boysandyoungmentosupport their ‘process’,basedonsexualvulnerabilityrelated
to being in same-sex relationships. Notwithstanding the deprivation and bleak
prospects, we thus propose to look at the refugee settlement also as a space opening
chance for vital transformation. At the same time, we point out that the restricting
frameworks seeking to foster protection of refugees, may, in an environment
hostile to same-sex relations, unintentionally render refugee boys and young
men more vulnerable to gendered exploitation.
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Introduction: Whatever is Necessary

Life is what it is in the settlement [. . .] We have to survive. What is scarier than
surviving, is the failure to try surviving. You have got to do whatever is necessary to
survive [. . .] And here all adolescents dream to go to Europe, USA, Canada or
Australia, so they are ready to do anything to achieve that.

Steve, 16 years, Nakivale refugee settlement

Journal of Refugee Studies Vol. 00, No. 0 VC The Author(s) 2022. Published by Oxford University Press.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited. For commercial re-use, please contact journals.permissions@oup.com
https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/feac017

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jrs/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jrs/feac017/6574012 by guest on 26 M

ay 2022

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3715-4850


As of April 2015, political instability in Burundi has forced approximately
350,000 people to flee to refugee camps and settlements in neighbouring countries,
half of whom are young people (UNHCR 2019). In the camps and settlements in
Rwanda, Tanzania, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), and Uganda,
many young Burundians encounter hardship and uncertainty (Krause 2021). In
Nakivale refugee settlement in Uganda, for instance, young people face harsh
socioeconomic circumstances marked by a lack of access to basic needs and
services like food, water, sanitation and health care, few employment possibilities,
and a lack of educational opportunities (Ruzibiza et al. 2021). In this article, we
explore how in such a contexts of hardship and uncertainty, refugee boys and
young men aspire and navigate towards better futures (Utas 2005b; Krause 2021;
Van Stapele 2021).
Based on long-term ethnographic research with young people aged 13–19, we

show that Burundian refugee boys and young men in Nakivale focus their aspir-
ational practices on onward migration (Nekby 2006; Lindley and Van Hear 2007;
Rezaei and Goli 2011; Kelly 2013). See, for instance, Steve’s comment at the
beginning of this introduction, which illustrates how young people experienced
Nakivale as a place of despair, and which for many made onward migration to a
Western country an aspirational goal that justifies all means. We show that boys
and young men developed their aspirational strategies in relation to legal and
policy-related constraints and opportunities presented by the refugee context in
Uganda. In particular, they described a primary strategy for a better future as
making ‘the process’, a term they commonly referred to, to indicate that a person
initiated or holds a file with the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR) for the purpose of resettlement to a third-country des-
tination. Yet, as only the most vulnerable refugees qualify for resettlement
through UNHCR, young people making the process needed to find a way to
make it to the ‘list’ for resettlement. For this, they drew on the persecution of
gay individuals following the Ugandan anti-homosexuality bill introduced in
2009, passed as the Anti-Homosexuality Act in 2014, and later annulled
(Nyanzi and Karamagi 2015). This act, although only briefly in place, paved
the way for a prioritization of the protection of asylum seekers byUNHCRbased
on sexual orientation, gender identity, and expression (SOGIE) (UNHCR 2012).
We showcase Burundian refugee boys’ and young men’s aspirations and prac-

tices by drawing on the detailed story of one of the young men we encountered in
Nakivale, Armel. His story represents the dismay caused by uncertainty about the
future shared by many young people we encountered in Nakivale, as well as the
way in which young people pursue onward migration using the policy framework
concerned with sexual vulnerability. In the literature, gendered vulnerability is
often looked at from a female perspective (Musariri 2021: 168). While some dy-
namics described in the article pertain to girls and young women too, here we seek
to contribute to the slowly growing literature about gendered vulnerability of boys
and young men (Edström et al. 2016; Carpenter 2017; Schulz 2018).
The article is structured as follows. First, we discuss the conceptual approach

that informed the analysis, followed by the methodology employed. We then
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describe the context in which aspirations and pursuits for onward migration take
shape. Subsequently, we share the detailed story of Armel, which reveals how
sexuality has moved centre stage in the boys’ and young men’s navigational
strategies for onward migration, leading to our central argument that the unique
context in which young refugees find themselves, may unwittingly risk exacerbat-
ing their sexual vulnerability in gendered ways.

Central Concepts: Vital Conjunctures and Social Navigation

Our research builds on the work that shows that even young people in trying
circumstances attempt to transcend their situation by reconstructing hope and
imagining possible futures, while devising strategies to realize these imagined
futures (Kleist and Jansen 2016; Grayson 2017; Krause 2021; Van Stapele
2021). To conceptualize such processes, we find the concepts of ‘vital conjunc-
tures’ (Johnson-Hanks 2002, 2005) and ‘social navigation’ (Vigh 2006, 2008) par-
ticularly useful.
A vital conjuncture is defined as:

a socially structured zone of possibility that emerges around specific periods of
potential transformation in a life or lives. It is a temporary configuration of possible
change, a duration of uncertainty and potential (Johnson-Hanks 2002: 871).

Johnson-Hanks coined the concept to understand the relationship between
structural and individual factors and how they influence people’s decision-
making during important life events—in her study, decisions about pregnancy
and relations considering their hoped-for futures as honourable mothers. The
concept combines Bourdieu’s notion of conjuncture—‘the context of action, the
site in which habitus is made and its consequences are enacted’ (Johnson-Hanks
2002: 872)—and the demographic term vital event. The conjunctures are vital in
that they are considered a potential turning point in an individual’s life course
trajectory.
We use the notion of vital conjunctures to refer to the unique characteristics of

the refugee context. As Suzanne Buckley-Zistel andUlrike Krause (2019 [2017]: 1)
argue:

norms and rules sedimented over time [. . .] are challenged and put into doubt by the
new demands and limitations encountered in displacement, where much of the so-
cial, economic and political world is externally formed and restrictively imposed.

Originally, the notion of vital conjunctures places emphasis on the multiple
temporalities of life transitions, yet we propose that in the context of flight, there
is also a strong spatial dimension to the ‘zone of possibility’ (Johnson-Hanks 2002:
871). A refugee settlement presents a spatial zone imagined and governed as
providing temporary relief before more durable solutions can be found. In other
words, refugee camps and settlements are spatially and politically organized as
temporary spaces before transition (cf. Turner 2016). When young Burundians
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were forced to flee their home country and seek refuge in Nakivale refugee settle-
ment inUganda, they entered a period and space that is supposed to be transitory;
a vital conjuncture with unique structures, challenges, and opportunities that
shape how young people perceive and actively pursue possibilities for better
futures elsewhere.
The second concept is social navigation and seeks to help shed light on how

people make decisions in relation to possibilities and risks (Vigh 2008, 2009).
Henrik Vigh proposes that social navigation requires an assessment of both

immediate dangers and possibilities as well as an ability to envision the unfolding of
the social terrain and to plot and actualise one’smovement from the present into the
imagined future (Vigh 2006: 52).

The concept was developed in a highly volatile war-torn environment and can
be associated with the fulfilment of social, material, and existential needs in the
present as well as in the longer-term future. Social navigation suggests the import-
ance of improvization, but also recognizes the reactive and flexible processes of
plotting and planning that we wish to highlight in this article. In this article, where
the vital conjuncture helps to conceptualize the context, social navigation is used
to foreground young people’s perspectives and understand the ways in which they
pursue their strategies towards better futures.

Methodology: Fieldwork in Nakivale

During the early days of fieldwork, Ruzibiza, the first author, was still familiarising
herself with the setting when she noticed a small crowd had started to gather at one
of the [UNHCR] offices. People of different ages were pushing each other to get
closer to a long list that was posted on the wall. Drawn by curiosity and eager not to
miss out on something that could be interesting for this study, Ruzibiza approached
the crowd and asked one of the adolescents there about the list. He explained that it
was a list of people and families who will be resettled to another country by the

UNHCR. That day and the next, Ruzibiza saw refugees of different nationalities,
including adolescents, coming to check the list. Somewent awaywith a smile, others
appeared disappointed. As the days went by, she learned about ‘the process’ and
‘the file’ leading to the list. She recall well, that this famous list came out only once
during the time she was in Nakivale.

Based on fieldwork diary, August 2017

The empirical material analysed in this article is based on ethnographic field-
work conducted by the first author in Nakivale refugee settlement, Uganda. After
two 2-week visits in June and July 2017 to familiarize and establish contacts, the
main data collection period started in August of that year and lasted 4 months.
The study is part of a larger PhD project that seeks to understand how young
Burundians navigate sexuality in Ugandan and Rwandan refugee contexts, fore-
grounding young peoples’ perspectives and experiences regarding sexuality
(Ruzibiza, forthcoming).
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Research methods employed included ‘deep hanging out’ (Rosaldo cited in
Ferguson (1997: 188)), participant observation and informal conversations, as
well as more formal in-depth interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs),
which were conducted in Kirundi. Over the course of the fieldwork in Nakivale,
60 Burundian young people, of whom 24 male and 36 female, took part in the
research as key participants in interviews and FGDs on themes that were itera-
tively developed over time. They were aged between 13 and 19 years—an age-
range decided upon considering the larger project in which this research is
embedded.1We refer to our participants as boys and youngmen, or young people,
to engage with the literature about social navigation, vital conjunctures, and
aspirations, which generally appeals to the broader category of young people
often defined as 10–24 years (WHO 2011).
To ensure that we included different categories of young people, we approached

participants at different sites, including the youth centre, schools, on the streets,
and in trading centres. We also visited the health clinic, the church, and other
places where adolescents hang out, such as the communal water taps and other
spaces created and appropriated by adolescents, such as hangouts, locally called
‘ligalas’. Moreover, some participants were accessed through the personal net-
works of research assistants and through snow-ball sampling. Other research
participants interviewed include Burundian teachers, leaders of cultural groups,
churches, or other community leaders, as well as (non-Burundian) representatives
of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working in the settlement. Many of
the Burundians were also parents to adolescents in the settlement, though not
necessarily our participants. In this article, we draw only on the findings from
interviews with boys and young men and those with parents and community
leaders, in so far as they spoke to the specific themes of this article, same-sex
relationships, aspirations and onward migration. Two research assistants, one
male and one female young Burundian refugee living in Nakivale, were involved
in the research, offering support, and facilitating access.
As a Rwandese born and raised in Burundi and having lived for some years in

Europe, Ruzibiza, the first author, was generally positioned as an insider and an
outsider simultaneously; the latter in the sense of someone who has lived for some
years in Europe. The insider position facilitated rapport and was reflected in
interviews where, for instance, some participants addressed her as ‘my sister’.
At the same time, due to her outsider position, research participants appeared
to feel more at ease when discussing issues pertaining to sexuality, as these are
usually not openly discussed in Burundian society. Berckmoes, the second author,
supported the research remotely and contributed to the analysis andwriting of this
article. Her extensive research experience with young Burundians, including

1 The wider doctoral study in which this article form part of is a sub-project in research
aimed at improving comprehensive sexuality education in Burundi, funded by the
Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research-Science for Global Development
(NWO-WOTRO) as part of their programme on SRHR in Burundi.
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young Burundian refugees in the Great Lakes region, greatly facilitated interpret-
ing and situating the research findings.
We adopted a grounded theory approach to analyse the findings (Corbin and

Strauss 2014). To ensure the quality of the data and the analysis during fieldwork,
Ruzibiza had regularly met with the research assistants to reflect on the data,
identify aspects for improvement, and conduct first-level interpretation and ana-
lysis of the findings. Later, voice recordings of interviews and FGDs were tran-
scribed and were coded for core themes (Corbin and Strauss 2014). Young
people’s aspirations and strategies for onward migration emerged as a central
theme in the first-level analysis. During subsequent levels of analysis and in the
writing, the authors collaborated intensively.
All research participants were informed of the purpose of the research, its

academic character and that they could refuse or withdraw at any moment
without negative consequences. ‘Informed consent’ was seen as ‘a process’
(Van Reeuwijk 2010: 20). First, consent was sought and secured from various
gatekeepers, including the settlement commander, community leaders, and
various parents and guardians. They then informed other community members
about the research taking place. In addition, to ensure the respect of young
people’s right and wishes to participate in the research (Morrow 2008), at the
start of each interview or group discussion a consent form was read out loud
and its meaning briefly discussed. Participatory methods were used to ensure
that participants had the space to withdraw or engage only with themes they
felt comfortable with or in ways they felt comfortable with (see Morrow 2008).
Finally, throughout the interviews or conversations, we monitored whether
young people were still open to discuss themes and we did not push when
they seemed unwilling to share more.
During recruitment and at the beginning of the interviews, expectations were

clarified to avoid participants developing false expectations. Nonetheless, given
the level of poverty, despair and hardship in the settlement, we repeatedly had to
explain the impossibility of the research team to help participants achieve their
aspirations for onward migration, such as through higher education. Still,
Ruzibiza explained, motivated, and where applicable provided links to scholar-
ships opportunities, as well as offered to help with application processes, as one of
the few things within her capacity.
Before fieldwork, the study was granted ethical approval by the Amsterdam

University Ethics Advisory Committee, the Makerere University Ethics Advisory
Committee, and the Uganda National Science and Technology Ethics Advisory
Committee. In addition, the Office of the PrimeMinister of Uganda—vested with
the responsibility for implementing Uganda’s disaster preparedness and refugee
policy—granted Ruzibiza an official research permit to enter and conduct re-
search in the settlement. In addition, we took measures to protect the anonymity
of the participants, such as by altering names and some personal details in the
stories presented later in this article.
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Contextualizing Uncertainties and Aspirations

In general, the life of most Burundians prior to arriving at Nakivale had been
hard, mostly due to the civil war that had ravaged their country from 1993 to 2005
(Verwimp and Bundervoet 2008; Verwimp and Mu~noz-Mora 2013). Forced mi-
gration toNakivale a decade after the civil war did not offer a better quality of life.
Instead, young people stated that their situation had worsened significantly.
Young people expressed difficulties meeting their basic needs and lamented that
everything in Nakivale required money. Basic life necessities such as food, water,
health, and education had a price. Food rations from the UNHCR were insuffi-
cient and were repeatedly delayed, leaving refugees to suffer from hunger. Health
services were not entirely free, meaning that for those with no money or without
family to fall back on, getting sick entailed the possibility of dying. Schools were
also subsidized, but the remaining costs were too high formany. In addition, some
young people had to travel long distances to school, often on an empty stomach.
Most of the young people we met were therefore not going to school or had
dropped out. As such, Nakivale had come to represent a place where dreams of
studying were crushed, foreclosing the possibility of a professional job in the
future, and unemployment in Nakivale was rampant. This was particularly tough
for young people, especially those fromBurundi’s former capital Bujumbura, who
had concluded some level of secondary education and had entertained ideas of
higher education until their flight.
In brief, our research participants defined every single day they had spent and

were spending in Nakivale as days of greatest despair (cf. Krause 2021; Ruzibiza
et al. 2021). It was common to hear them say that they were doing whatever was
needed to survive. They repeatedly referred to their experiences as refugees in
terms of living in limbo (Malkki 1995). They found themselves ‘betwixt and be-
tween’ (Turner 1967), although without any certainty of what lay ahead. Indeed,
life conditions in the settlement projected a bleak future, or no future beyond the
camp. Young Burundians explained that upon arrival in the settlement, they had
hoped their stay would be short; that the political situation in Burundi would
quickly improve so that they could move on with their lives. Over time, however,
they had come to accept that their stay was an extended one.
Themigration policy framework has since long proposed that the three possible

durable solutions for long-term refugees are voluntary repatriation, local integra-
tion, and resettlement (Harrell-Bond 1989; Aleinikoff 1992). The first, voluntary
repatriation is often promoted by UNHCR (UNHCR 1996; Zieck 2011).
Fieldwork for this study took place a few months after a visit of the Burundian
authorities to Nakivale settlement, in February 2017. This visit was part of an
attempt to convince Burundian refugees to return home but was not well received
by the refugees. They felt that the life-threatening political insecurities that had led
them to flee their country were still prevalent (Ssengendo 2017). Their critique
resonates with more general comments on the UNHCR repatriation system.
Namely, although lauded by the international donor community for being a
cost-effective solution for managing refugees, Harrell-Bond (1989) and Hansen
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(2018) warn that repatriation is often pursued regardless of whether the issue that
had forced the refugees to flee in the first place had been resolved, and that
repatriation takes place even in the world’s most dangerous conflict areas. In
Nakivale, the looming eventuality of being pressured to return to Burundi felt
real formany, as forced repatriation had already taken place in Burundian refugee
camps in Tanzania some years before. Some Burundians from those camps were,
at the time of the fieldwork, living in Nakivale.
The push for repatriation as the most promising durable solution comes with

increasingly fewer opportunities for the integration of refugees in the host country.
The Ugandan government has been applauded for its favourable policy towards
asylum seekers and refugees. Uganda’s policy of allocating sizeable plots of land
where refugees can construct small mud-brick huts and engage in subsistence
farming for self-reliance are among the reasons for applause (Katungi 2019;
Idris 2020; Pincock et al. 2021). At the same time, rules against building with
permanent materials and continuous messages of the authorities that Nakivale
is a temporary settlement, remind refugees of their need to, at some point, leave.
Most of the young Burundians we spoke to, felt that the possibility of settling in
Uganda was not welcomed. At the same time, the reminders of the temporariness
of their stay, impacts their abilities to become self-sufficient while not enough aid
is provided to escape everyday economic hardship. What is more, according to
most of our participants, the fact of having been allocated plots weakened their
claim of needing to receive sufficient food rations and at regular times. Namely,
they were expected to invest their time in agricultural work, businesses, or other
jobs to sustain themselves, despite the obstacles to do so.
Because of the growing number of refugees in need of long-term solutions,

funding deficits, and resettlement countries’ increasingly restrictive immigration
policies and diminishing commitment to receive immigrants, resettlement to a
third country is often the least and last pursued solution by UNHCR (Hansen
2018; Hovil 2018). As a result, resettlement, or onward migration to a third coun-
try has become possible only for individuals considered exceptionally vulnerable,
including refugees in Uganda. In spite or perhaps because of the hardships and
uncertainty, young people we met still aspired for better futures elsewhere and
actively worked towards achieving that (Brun 2015). Indeed, many said that they
believed that if they were to realize any future for themselves, this could only be
elsewhere. There they believed that better socioeconomic conditions would be-
come available to them.

My sister, one has to do what he has to do to move from this place. You see, in
addition to all the suffering, we don’t go to school. So, to be honest, one doesn’t see
any future here. It is very key tokeep searching for a life. InEurope Iwill have a good
life, continue my studies, and also be myself.

Armel, 15 years, 2017

Although not all young Burundians inNakivale dreamed aboutmaking a life in
a Western country or were busy working towards such end, our findings reveal
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that many young people did nurture this—albeit small—possibility associated
with their life in refuge, and they navigated the complex social, legal and policy
frameworks to achieve their dream.

Making ‘The Process’

In this section, we showcase our findings through the story of Armel. Armel’s
story illustrates how some Burundian refugee boys and young men navigate the
legal and policy framework of the refugee context in Uganda to achieve aspired
futures elsewhere.With his example, we explore the tactical use of the hostility and
lack of protection related to the Ugandan laws criminalizing same-sex relation-
ships to make, what our participants call, ‘the process’. Given the extremely
limited possibilities for reaching the UNHCR’s resettlement list, our participants
were conscious that they needed to showcase their heightened vulnerability.2 We
selected Armel’s story because of all the detailed information he and others shared
with us, the different perspectives we can include, as well as the way in which his
story represents the various stakes at play. Similar stories collected among
Burundian boys and young men, we used to interpret and analyse the findings.

Armel’s Story: Same-Sex Relationships

While conducting an FGD with 15 boys and young men at the Nakivale Youth
Centre, we noted that the topic of ‘gays and homosexuals’, as boys and youngmen
referred to male, same-sex relationships, was sensitive as well as provoked lively
debate. In a way, we were surprised that same-sex relationships were openly
debated, given that inmost African countries, they are considered taboo, not least
because they are supposedly contrary to African culture and, in some states,
criminalized. Also in Uganda, where national activists and donor’s countries
have successfully pressured the government into nullifying the criminalization
of same-sex relationships in 2014, individuals in non-heterosexual relationships
still face many challenges because they lack explicit state protection (Nyanzi
2013). Our research assistants then explained the relative visibility of homosexu-
ality in the camp:

Well, it is not difficult to know gay young people [male]. Some we know them
because of their effeminate mannerisms and heterosocial behaviour: they hang

2 Despite the opportunity presented within the aegis of protection of asylum seekers
by the UNHCR on the basis of SOGIE, in practice this does not translate to a quick
passage to the West. In 2009, at a time of heightened tensions due to the passing of
the bill, UNHCR prioritised Ugandan refugee cases. But even then, to advance a
claim for asylum based on SOGIE, one needed to prove their vulnerability. After
2014—with the bill legally nullified, but a hostile social environment continuing, the
UNHCR checks for proof of vulnerability has become more demanding.
Furthermore, as Ramon Mendos (2019) remarks, the criminalisation of same-sex
relations is commonplace in 72 countries—including 11 countries that impose the
death penalty—leading to a great number of people in need of protection.

Making ‘The Process’ 9

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jrs/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jrs/feac017/6574012 by guest on 26 M

ay 2022



out with girls, most of their best friends are girls, they often mimic girls’ ways of

talking and walking or they adopt girls’ clothing styles [. . .] Others we know them
because they have started a process [. . .] on the ground of their gay identity.

Fieldwork research assistant, September 2017

Over the course of the following weeks, we came across several boys and young
menwho identified as homosexual andwhowerewilling to share their stories. One
of them was 15-year-old Armel.
The first thing Armel said was that he was gay ‘for real’. He looked at us with a

smile and said: ‘I am not lying like all the other ones you probably heard who use
gay identity for the process. For me, it is real. I have been through a lot, my sister’.
He went on to explain that it was tough to be gay in Burundi:

My family avoidedme, especiallymymum.They simply ignoredme. [. . .] Evenhere,
they still do, but also because life here really tests you to the limit; secrets or hiding
lose theirmeaning. But also because of the law in the country, one never knowswhat
can happen, so I am very discrete. I only hang out at one club where we meet with
others who are like me.

Upon arrival in Nakivale and through friends in Europe, Armel learned that
persecution for same-sex relationships can be grounds for resettlement in Europe,
and that the hostile social climate for homosexuals and an absence of government
protection in Uganda is widely recognized. ‘Information is key here; you under-
stand that I took the opportunity’, he laughed.
He went on to explain other sources of information he had accessed, under-

lining the importance of ‘the office’, a common reference to staff of the UNHCR
and (I)NGOs operating in the settlement. To give weight to his argument about
the central role of the office, he narrated that on a particular day when he and
other boys and youngmenwere hanging out in a small group in the settlement, the
representative of the new Bujumbura neighbourhood, where mostly Burundian
refugees lived, approached them, and took one of them, Alexis, aside. Alexis, also
a participant in this research, was respected among his peers as the founder of
Talented Orphan Refugee Association (TORA), a local organization engaged in
small-scale initiatives aimed at supporting the most vulnerable youth to integrate
in Nakivale. According to Armel, Alexis came back from the short talk with an
indignation impossible to conceal. As he recounted, ‘Alexis said: “Oh life, life [. . .]
really, we have to pretend to be gay or all become one to get a chance of leaving
this hole that’s Nakivale”’. We later corroborated the story with Alexis.
Apparently, the representative had asked him if he knew boys and young men
whowere gay orwho could perform a gay identity, as someone from the office had
asked him to find young people who wanted to start the process on that basis.
The involvement ofUNHCR staff and other staff from partner (I)NGOswork-

ing in the settlement, is something that other respondents also indicated as prob-
lematic, especially given how it was influencing resettlement processes. Luc [one of
our respondents] remarked that during the resettlement process, forms of exploit-
ation other than bribes occurred. Aware of the refugee’s desperation to leave
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Nakivale, some staff extorted sexual favours: ‘You see that guy, he is another gay
who has a file. Allegations are that his process is at an advanced stage because he is
now involved [they sleep together] with the staff [by staff he was referring to a
member of UNHCR staff whom he pointed towards]’.
When we asked Armel for more clarification on how the process works, he

explained:

The settlement has its particularity [. . .] nobody cares aboutwhether I am gay or not
[. . .] I mean, frankly speaking, here in the settlement, no one can harm you. It is not
like in [a] big town like Kampala [. . .] but of course, for it to be a case, one has to
build it and document it. . . about the stigmatisation and harassment from the wider
community we supposedly face, to prove to be [a] victim and vulnerable to all sorts
of abuse. We do all this for the sake of the process.

Armel then listed at least five other boys and young men from his neighbour-
hood in Nakivale who started the process using the claim of a gay identity. But he
added that the difference between them and him was that he is being truthful. The
others allegedly performed a gay identity to forge a case. For instance, they met
with other homosexuals in ‘our club’, a bar where homosexual people secretlymet,
which Armel called ‘a safe place for us’.
Returning to the encounter between Alexis and the Bujumbura representative,

the boys and young men present, upon hearing what Alexis had to say, started
debating this opportunity for onward migration. Some of them, including Alexis,
argued against employing this strategy, saying that being gay (or passing for one)
is vilified in Burundian society—a society to which they belong and with which
they share ideals. Others asked more informative questions, such as what one had
to do exactly to comply with the requirements.
Upon asking whether Armel expected to migrate soon, he replied:

That is the problem.Despite that I am genuinely usingwho I am, I still have to work
it out well. Paying bribes for police files to document that I am constantly harassed
on the grounds of being gay. There is no guarantee on these things. You know, there
have been some cases whereby because someone paid an even higher bribe, the
person can take the place of a genuine gay like me, even if I filed the process. The
key is to havemoney here so that you can keep using it to follow up on your process.
So, with God’s will, I hope it will work out soon for me without spending more
money than what I have spent so far.

When we asked where he got the money, he smiled and mentioned relatives in
Sweden, adding: ‘[. . .] But of course, this was not enough. I told you that we have
to do everything possible to move from here [. . .] you understand yourself’. We
believe that he was alluding to transactional sex or ‘sugar daddy’3 relationships.

3 This concerns a type of dating involving a wealthier and older person using the financial
assistance as away to convince a younger person inneedof financial support to enter into
a dating relationship.
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Alexis later told us that since the incident with the Bujumbura representative,
the representative has kept motivating and encouraging him to consider playing
the ‘homosexual card’ himself. Alexis told us that he understands that young
people, instead of staying inactive and lacking prospects in Nakivale, opt for
such a path towards a future elsewhere. However, he also said that he is not
prepared to perform a homosexual identity to enter the resettlement programme,
because he assumes that it may also entail performing that identity in the country
of resettlement—thus, in the long term. Alexis added that he heard stories of
young people who used this strategy and that when they reached Europe, they
were matched with other gay men as lovers. ‘So, I am not doing that shit’, he said
to affirm his conviction. ‘Plus, I can never get the money needed for bribes’, which
he confirmed, is necessary to prove and document one’s heightened vulnerability.

Discussion: Aspirations, Vulnerability, and Moral Decline

Armel’s story shows how inNakivale refugee settlement, young people experience
deprivation and face bleak futures.Many young people we encountered expressed
a fear that, with time passing, their temporary refugee stay could turn into an
indefinite period, leading—in the words of Henrik Vigh (2006: 45)—to ‘social
death’.
Yet Armel’s story is also illustrative of young people’s determination to not give

up on their future, even in the most difficult of circumstances (Archambault 2015;
Di Nunzio 2015; Turner 2015; Vigh 2015; Turner 2016; Van Stapele 2021). In
Nakivale, young people navigate the restricted legal frameworks pertaining to
refugee life in search of a potentially vital turn, specifically onward migration,
which is seen as a gateway for security, freedom in sexuality, and life chances in
general. Indeed, for Armel, security and freedom in sexuality were not legally
protected in Burundi, nor are they secured in Uganda, rather the opposite. In
this sense, for some, the refugee settlement also gives way to a small possibility for
a radically different and better future, namely through organized resettlement to a
Western country (see also Grayson 2017, about young Somalians in refugee
camps).
Considering the rarity of such potentially vital turns, the story also illustrates

that forging these opportunities may come at high costs, such as losing acceptance
by family and community, visiting potentially unsafe spaces, putting oneself in
vulnerable and possibly exploitative situations to find money or bribe officials,
and for some, faking their sexual identity. The hostile social environment resulting
from the anti-homosexual bill of 2009 and the act of 2014 in the host country
Uganda, and as part of the international refugee regime (Harrell-Bond 1989), thus
severely shape how boys and young men can navigate their imagined or hoped for
futures elsewhere. From Armel, we learn that in Nakivale settlement, the social
norms are perhaps more tolerating than in Burundi because people are preoccu-
pied with more urgent survival problems, and because they understand that some
identities—in this case being gay—are performed for the sake of resettlement. Yet
beyondNakivale settlement, in contextswhere refugee andUgandan communities
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co-habit, there is no tolerance for same-sex relations. Armel thus had to be careful
as he could still endure stigma and homophobia from the Ugandan community,
which could potentially lead to physical violence. In this regard, the Refugee Law
Project, an organization working in Kampala with a group called the Men of
Hope Association on the experiences of survivors of male sexual violence, con-
firms that stigma and violence to homosexuals is still commonplace everywhere in
Uganda (Edström et al. 2016; see also Mabiiho 2016, on the temporality and
instability of tolerance of homosexuals by family members).
In addition, more generally, sexual violence against boys andmen seems under-

prioritized (Hilhorst et al. 2018) in humanitarian contexts. Sylvia Tamale (2005)
shows that many aspects of people’s everyday lives are always intricately linked to
sexuality and that for many young people, also in non-refugee contexts, sexuality
plays a complex and instrumental role in how they navigate everyday life (Tamale
2005; Utas 2005a; Groes-Green 2013). Yet something specific seems to be at stake
in the way young people navigate sexuality during displacement. Namely, with
dominant images of ‘refugee societies as being morally in decline, with unbridled
young men sexually assaulting women, and a degree of violence that is patho-
logical’ (Turner 2019 [2017]: 9), sexual violence that boys and men face remains
largely unnoticed. Thus, boys and men who are vulnerable are forced to engage
with tactics to prove their heightened vulnerability and to compete with the pri-
oritized sexual violence of girls and women. This asks of them to engage in dan-
gerous tactics to become visible and recognizable, even though these tactics also
imply risks for further stigma, incarceration, and violence.
Armel’s story furthermore emphasized the importance of being recognized as

exceptionally vulnerable in the eyes of refugee protection policies, which fuel a
‘politics of vulnerability’ (Welfens and Bekyol 2021; see also Turner 2021).
Recognition of being a homosexual in danger adds to other vulnerability markers
that UNHCRofficials use to justify adding someone to the restricted list for third-
country resettlement. Because of this, boys and youngmen are propelled to pursue
dangerous tactics in which they need to balance their in/visibility as homosexual.
The dangerous balance young people needed to find between visibility and invisi-
bility resonates with the work of Shio (2021), who found that gay men in Dar es
Salaam employed various techniques to hide their sexual identity, alternating
visibility, and invisibility. But where in Dar es Salaam invisibility was needed to
navigate the state, and visibility to navigate social relations with other gay men, in
Nakivale, visibility is needed vis-a-vis the state and institutions like UNHCR and
INGOs, to document prosecution for a chance at resettlement.
In the camp, people used a Kirundi adage to say that in situations of radical

deprivation, such as in the refugee settlement, the end comes to justify the means:
‘batereye amagara hejuru umwe wese asama rwiwe’, which can be translated as
‘when life is thrown up into the air, each one picks up theirs’. To some extent, then,
our findings parallel Jorgen Carling’s (2007) argument that in the face of stricter
regulations to enter Europe, migrants do not give up but rather resort to more
complicated and potentially deadlier pathways. But sometimes with negative con-
sequences for the community’s social fabric. In the story of Armel, Alexis
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expressed understanding for such ways of ‘kurondera ubuzima’ (‘searching life’, cf.
Berckmoes 2014: 133), but we also regularly heard critiques of such strategies. For
instance, Alexis considered doing this as selling his soul and assumed that once he
uses this strategy, the gay identity will follow him, and he was not prepared to
maintain that identity for the long run. These dynamics add to the devastating
effects of corruption in theUgandan settlement on everyday life andon the longer-
term future perspectives of many in the refugee settlement. We repeatedly heard
coded expressions such as ‘withmoney, aid agencies here can do anything for you’;
the other side of the coin being that many felt exploited by having to pay bribes for
services, frommedical referrals, police referrals, and food ration cards, all the way
to arranged additions to resettlement lists.

Conclusions

To summarize, this article confirms the well-established knowledge that life in
refugee settlements, like Nakivale, is often experienced as distinctly different from
life before flight. For boys and young men, Nakivale, with its limited education,
health, and economic opportunities, as well as its specific rules and regulations
geared at a temporary stay, generate experiences of deep deprivation, uncertainty,
and despair. Yet we propose to look beyond seeing the refugee settlement only as a
space of ‘stuckness’ (Jefferson et al. 2019), to explore how it also bears the poten-
tial of a temporally and spatially informed vital conjuncture (Johnson-Hanks
2002), promising of a radical turn in—some—refugee’s life course (cf. Turner
2016).
We described how in Nakivale, such vital conjuncture is imagined in relation to

regulations enabling and restricting onward migration. However, as onward mi-
gration is only available to those who ‘most deserve to be saved’ (Fassin 2005;
Welfens and Bekyol 2021), young people feel forced to perform internationally
recognizable forms of vulnerability, which perhaps most convincingly revolve
around sexuality. They navigate visibility as homosexuals, thereby putting them-
selves in dangerous positions.
Thus, despite the aim to regulate security for refugees through policies for re-

settlement, the context of the hostile social environment for homosexuals in
Nakivale and beyond, coupled with the need for documenting proof in light of
‘the politics of vulnerability’ (Welfens and Bekyol 2021), could mean that well-
intended policies augment the risk for the health and well-being of refugees.
Especially boys and young men who are accused of sexual deviance are at risk,
while the local legal framework fails to protect exactly them from the more gen-
eralized problem of vulnerability to abuse and exploitation of refugees (cf.
Buckley-Zistel and Krause 2017: 1), and while the social fabric of refugee com-
munities is strongly being undermined.
This aspect of our argument speaks to the work of, among others, Severine

Autesserre (2012), when she highlights that the simple narratives of international
actors in humanitarian settings may have unintended yet detrimental consequen-
ces for local populations. She shows, for instance, that in war-torn DRC, ‘the
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disproportionate attention to sexual violence has raised the status of sexual abuse
to an effective bargaining tool for combatants’ (Autesserre 2012: 205). Related to
this (Olivius2019 [2017]) shows how interventions that seek to address violence
against refugee women in Bangladesh and Thailand instead rather frustrate the
empowerment of these women.
In short, we argue that our findings point to the need to critically re-examine the

policies and laws informing protection of and ‘long-term solutions’ for refugees, as
these may unintentionally exacerbate and fuel the vulnerability and exploitation
of, in our research, refugee boys and young men in gendered ways.
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