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interviewees said that initially they had been afraid of especially young men walking 
around in the area in big groups. Some told they had been concerned about their children, 
but this fear had been alleviated as nothing bad had happened and the encounters with 
the asylum-seekers had turned out to be mostly positive. First meetings had typically 
taken place via the asylum-seekers’ and local residents’ children who played together and 
visited each other’s homes. Even a couple that expressed the most critical views towards 
asylum-seekers had donated some of their children’s old toys to their new neighbours’ 
children. Similarly, a study concerning the multicultural suburb Varissuo found that while 
Finns living in the area may use highly derogatory language when referring to asylum-
seekers, migrants and Muslims, at the same time they have sustained social relations with 
neighbours with migrant backgrounds (Huttunen & Juntunen 2018: 9).

The experiences of exceptionality by the neighbours of the reception centres can be 
described as quite pragmatic. In the beginning, their experiences were strongly connected 
to the surprising and rapid escalation of the situation and the perceived changes in the 
neighbourhood. Although certain types of experiences of uncertainty were provoked by the 
media representing world events as uncontrollable and threatening, many locals had soon 
adapted to the new situation. The a�ective structure that was �rst connected to the feelings 
of fear and suspicion was quite soon replaced by a new and somewhat more optimistic 
structure in which events that were originally interpreted as highly exceptional started to 
represent a temporary divergence in the established and ordinary daily life.

Conclusions

In this article, we have examined a particular place and time during the ‘European 
refugee crisis’ through the prism of exceptionality. Our analysis of the experiences of 
asylum-seekers and local people shows that exceptionality gains diverse meanings in 
di�erent contexts. Within and outside the walls of reception centres, people lived through 
di�erent kinds of times of exception. In the narratives of the asylum-seekers, experiences 
of exceptionality are manifested in many di�erent ways. After having lived in prolonged 
instability and insecurity in their home countries, a manifestation of a state of exception 
as such (Juntunen 2016), they gave up everything that was ordinary or normal in their 
lives and made the dangerous journey from con�ict zones of the Middle East and Africa to 
Europe. After arriving in Northern Finland, they faced new experiences of exceptionality 
that were related to, e.g. their living conditions, social relationships and daily routines.

During the same period, the neighbours of the reception centres had di�erent kinds of 
experiences of exceptionality. They referred to surprising and rapid changes in their daily 
lives and in the world situation, which they tried to make sense of through information 
gained from the news media. The media added to the level of public insecurity and anxiety 
in describing ‘the �ow of refugees’ as chaotic and uncontrollable, and reporting heavily 
on crimes conducted by foreigners and refugees. These media narratives clearly in�uenced 
local people’s perceptions and expectations. However, some of their fears were at least 
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partly alleviated through their concrete, physical and daily interaction and somewhat 
peaceful co-existence with the newcomers.

It has become clear that the so-called refugee crisis signi�es substantial ruptures in 
the lives of many people. However, these ruptures become scaled in diverse ways within 
di�erent groups. While for some, they can be of existential nature as being truly faced 
with issues of life and death, for others exceptionality has more to do with ruptures in 
experiences related to basic forms of stability and predictability in their everyday lives. Our 
analysis serves to remind that di�erent experiences and life-worlds co-exist simultaneously 
even during a ‘crisis’.

Hence, we propose the concept of a�ective exceptionality as a tool for analysing the 
kinds of a�ects that are experienced in transformational situations in which people’s sense 
of the ‘normal’ and everyday life becomes severely disrupted. By placing the emphasis 
on people who embody and experience exceptionality in their daily lives in multiple and 
diverse ways, it is possible to gain a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of 
exceptional situations in their broader social context. When viewed through the perspective 
of a�ective exceptionality, people’s experiences are not unitary, homogenous, static or �xed 
but rather diverse, dynamic and constantly transforming. This kind of knowledge can be 
useful for policy-making, e.g. in supporting the integration of asylum-seekers and helping 
local communities to adapt to changing circumstances. Moreover, the concept of a�ective 
exceptionality enables moving beyond conventional, state-centric ways of understanding 
exceptionality ‘top-down’ – it invites us to analyse experiences of exceptionality through 
a ‘bottom-up’ approach that allows for a variety of human-centred perspectives to emerge, 
thus prioritising the people instead of the state.

What do these di�erent experiences of exceptionality mean from the perspective of the 
future? We argue that where the aim is to create a society where di�erent groups of people 
can live together and trust each other, it must be ensured that certain (negative) experiences 
of exceptionality do not become permanent parts of the social fabric. The society needs to 
take into account people’s diverse experiences, traumas, hopes and desires in a way that 
makes space for new, shared and positive narratives (Ashplant, Dawson & Roper 2000). 
These narratives should be based on a su�ciently linear, stable and collective conception 
of time, so that people who do not know each other are able to share the same collective 
moment (Edkins 2003; Kivimäki 2013: 192), and start constructing an inclusive future 
together.
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Notes

1. Immigrants constitute only 2.2% of the population in Northern Finland, and the 
number of refugees is very low compared to other parts of the country (Centre of 
Expertise in Immigrant Integration 2017).

2. This historical analogy is addressed in the short �lm They Came in Crowded Boats 
and Trains by Rainio & Roberts (2017). It interweaves the stories of Finnish refugees 
during the World War II with the journeys of Iraqi asylum-seekers to Finland in the 
present day. It brings historical context to the contemporary situation and presents a 
di�erent perspective of Finnish history, making Northern Finland visible as a place 
that people have both escaped from and sought shelter in. Thus, the division between 
us and them, the past and present, becomes blurred.

3. Moreover, the usual categories of ‘deserving refugees’ and ‘economic migrants’ 
are ‘based on binary, static and linear understandings of migration processes and 
experiences’ (Crawley & Skleparis 2018: 59).

4. All reception centres in Finnish Lapland are maintained by the Finnish Red Cross. 
Elsewhere also municipalities and private for-pro�t actors provide similar services 
with funding from Finnish authorities.  

5. We also interviewed Finnish Red Cross reception centre employees, but do not analyse 
that material here (see Nykänen et al. 2019).

6. Opened in September 2015, the Tornio registration centre was a hub of the ‘�ow’ of 
asylum-seekers, where all arrivals in Lapland were registered before they were 
transported to reception centres around the country. Salla and Raja-Jooseppi were the 
borders’ crossing points used by asylum-seekers arriving from Russia.

7. While the life of asylum-seekers was radically transformed already during their 
dangerous journey to Europe, it is beyond the scope of this article to focus on these 
journeys (see Koikkalainen & Nykänen 2019).
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