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Abstract 
The present qualitative study adopted a narrative approach and a social jus-
tice, strengths-based outlook in order to explore the life stories of Syrian ref-
ugees who lived in Greece waiting to relocate to another EU country. Narra-
tive inquiry places the participant in the center of the research process as the 
“expert” providing an opportunity to be heard in ways that might otherwise 
be dismissed, ignored or silenced. We conducted biographical narrative in-
terviews, with the help of interpreters in the context of an NGO. Six partici-
pants narrated their life stories in a moving and relatively direct way: the 
times before the war in Syria, the biographical rupture in their lives once the 
war broke, the much-enduring journey from Syria to Greece across the Ae-
gean sea, what had sustained them so far, their hopes for the future. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, the political and social destabilization of war afflicted areas in 
the Middle East has resulted in transnational mass movements of people who 
have fled conflict, poverty, violence, persecution, and human rights violations in 
order to seek refuge and asylum for themselves and their families in Europe. The 
refugee crisis is a major topic of discussion and concern at humanitarian, politi-
cal, economic, social and institutional levels worldwide, and especially in coun-
tries of entry in the Mediterranean region, as is the case of Greece, Italy and 
Spain (Operational Data Portal, 2021; UNHCR, 2018a). Since 2014, more than 
one and a half million people have passed mainly through the Greek islands 
(UNHCR, 2015) and between January 2016 and April 2021, 89,000 people re-
ceived protection in Greece—including a great number of refugees from Syria 
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(Aboud, 2018; Operational Data Portal, 2021; UNHCR, 2018a). This overwhelm-
ing flow came in the middle of a most severe financial crisis for the country, 
when little state attention or funding could be provided for the accommodation, 
medical, mental health and psychosocial care of refugees, as well as support for 
related research (Anagnostopoulos, Giannakopoulos, & Christodoulou, 2017; Ka-
lantzakos, 2017).  

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework  

The international literature on refugees covers a broad scope of research areas 
including statistics and data about country of origin, movement trends (UNHCR, 
2018a), the construct of “home”, and liminal spaces of temporary dwellings 
(Arvanitis, Yelland, & Kiprianos, 2019), asylum policies (Mayblin, 2014), super-
vision of practioners working with refugees (Kesisoglou & Issari, 2019), mental 
health and psychological well-being (Hassan, Ventevogel, Jefee-Bahloul, Barkil- 
Oteo, & Kirmayer, 2016), refugees’ integration and identity (Mohamed & Bus-
tag, 2021), and so on. Moreover, many studies have focused upon the nature, ae-
tiology and diagnosis of refugee trauma and its negative impact upon refugee 
welfare and quality of life (Garoff et al., 2021; Papadopoulos, 2002). The empha-
sis has been on the exposure to trauma which can have significant effects on 
both physical and psychological well-being, enhancing the risk for psychiatric 
symptoms such as PTSD, depression and the negative consequences upon phys-
ical health (Bogic, Njoku, & Briebe, 2015). Papadopoulos (2002) emphasized that 
the usual conceptualisation of refugees is in terms of trauma theories and within 
a “pathology, symptom-based or deficit model”, which articulates a medicalised 
“trauma discourse” vis-a-vis their mental health. A greater focus on resilience 
and positive factors of adaptation among refugee people is thus necessary both 
in theoretical conceptualizations, related research and practice (Mohamed & Bas-
tug, 2021; Hutchinson & Dorsett, 2012). 

Another common portrayal of refugees is that of helpless people or passive 
victims, given that they are often compelled to flee from their countries to sur-
vive, and or are victims of violence, war crimes and other atrocities. Images re-
lated to refugees come mainly from the media or aid agencies and organizations 
that tend to emphasize “images of helpless refugees desperately in need … im-
ages of starving masses who depend on agents of compassion to keep them 
alive.” (Harrell-Bond’s, 1999, p. 147 as cited in Ghorashi, 2005). In this context 
victimized refugees are perceived as passive dependants who are not able to act 
individually or as weak people whose ability for agency and choice—even li-
mited choice—is overlooked. This is even more common in the case of women 
(Freedman, 2018; Hunt, 2008). Along these lines, Malkki (1996: p. 386) wrote of 
“speechless emissaries” referring to systematic, even if unintended, silencing of 
persons who find themselves in the classificatory space of “refugee,” and con-
nected humanitarianism with de-historicization. Humanitarian discourse tends 
to associate victimization and helplessness with the “archetypal” refugee con-
struct while striping people from the authority to narrate their own condition 
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and circumstances as historical actors (Mcmahon, Crawley, & Jones, 2016). “The 
refugee” is frequently constructed “as a figure who is thought to ‘speak’ to us in a 
particular way: wordlessly” and we presume that “the refugee’s physical presence 
is ‘telling’ of his or her immediate history of violence” (Malkki, 1996: p. 390). In 
fact, visual representations of refugees (photographs and other visual practices) 
are far more common than people’s narratives or specific histories. Moreover, 
there is a tendency to abstract and universalize, to depersonalize, and to portray 
refugee mobility as an anonymous corporeality or as a “sea” of humanity (Malk-
ki, 1996) which precludes the possibility of a personal connection or relation-
ship.  

Taking into account the issues discussed above namely: a “pathologising” pers-
pective, and a construction of the refugee as a historical, helpless, often silenced 
subject, the present qualitative study aimed to facilitate Syrian people who 
found temporary refuge in Greece to articulate their stories, life struggles, narra-
tives of resilience, experiences in the host country, as well as their hopes for the 
future. To this end we adopted a biographical narrative approach along with a 
strengths based and social justice outlook. Social justice is understood to represent 
a global struggle for human rights, recognition and dignity, and emphasizes an 
ethic of care, political praxis, and a contextualizing and non-pathologizing stance 
in relation to human issues (Johnson & Parry, 2015). A strengths based outlook, 
while acknowledging the vulnerability which is associated with refugee people, it 
also takes into account resilience, their capacity to withstand, cope successfully 
or even thrive in spite of severe adversities in their lives (Masten, 2014). Narra-
tive inquiry puts the participant in the center of the research process as the “ex-
pert” providing an opportunity to be heard in ways that might otherwise be dis-
missed, redirected, ignored or silenced. It draws mainly from the ontological and 
epistemological perspectives of narrative knowing (Bruner, 2002) which views 
human beings as making sense of their experiences and communicating them to 
others in the form of contextualized stories (Issari & Karayianni, 2013). A story 
can portray participants’ understanding of their socio-cultural and political world 
within which personal experiences are formed, constructed, expressed and per-
formed (Smith & Sparkes, 2006). Moreover, it allows for an image of the person 
as an active responsible agent striving to achieve meaning, control and empo-
werment (McLeod, 1997: p. 106). Stories construct and give meaning to our ex-
periences, allowing us to understand ourselves and our life, shape our identity, 
justify our decisions, make attributions for the behavior of the others. They also 
can compose an autobiographical life-course which describes the starting point, 
the present, and the future (Polkinghorne, 1988) which has the potential to 
support the sense of selfcontinuity (Camia & Zafar, 2021). 

3. Method  
3.1. Participants 

Study participants were six Syrian refugees (3 women and 3 men, 40 - 65 years 
old) who lived in Greece between eight months to one and a half year waiting to 

https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2021.1210097


P. Issari et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2021.1210097 1545 Psychology 
 

relocate to another EU country. The sample was purposive allowing for the identi-
fication and selection of participants that are knowledgeable about the subject of 
inquiry, available and willing to communicate their experiences (Patton, 2002). 
Narrative research is a form of case-centred inquiry; it interrogates cases of indi-
viduals (rather than population-based samples) and thus inference is of a differ-
ent kind (Riessman, 2008). All participants were selected in cooperation with an 
NGO working with refugees in the Athens area.  

3.2. Data Collection and Procedure  

For the collection of the data, biographical narrative interviews were conducted 
by the authors of the article in the year 2018. The main goal of this form of in-
terview, which is considered a well established narrative genre (Mishler, 1986), is 
to generate detailed narratives rather than brief answers (stimulus/response 
model), or general statements (Riessman, 2008; Tsiolis, 2006). After an initial 
stage of small talk and “warm up”, a generative question was presented that in-
vited extended narration and encouraged informants to relate their stories. Par-
ticipants were not interrupted, and we used paralinguistic, and non-verbal cues 
to encourage their narrations. Only, when their accounts’ came to an end, we 
asked, additionally, more specific questions (question phase of the narrative in-
terview) (Issari & Pourkos, 2015). Interviews took place at a site of an NGO, in 
the city of Athens. We conducted them in Greek with the help of two Arab-
ic-speaking interpreters in the context of an empathic, embodied intersubjective 
relationship (researcher-interpreter-participant) (Ellingson, 2017), and a rela-
tional ethic framework (Gergen, 2015). Informed consent was safeguarded, and 
issues related to interviewing via interpreters (Bergen, 2018; Tribe & Thompson, 
2011) were taken into account. The interpreter has a very active role and contri-
butes to the research material which is co-created by his/her personal style and 
experiences (Temple & Young, 2004). In all of the interviews, the interpreters 
through their intercultural experience, were a significant point of reference and 
contact in terms of the communication of cultural issues. The “intercultural 
translators” are valid sources of knowledge regarding cultural and social issues 
specific to the participants, a significant asset in the research process as it helps 
protect the participants as well as the validity of the research (Berman & Tyyskä, 
2011). Both interpreters seemed to have developed trusting relationships with 
the participants. The audiorecorded interviews were transcribed verbatim into 
Greek and the names of the participants were changed to preserve anonymity.  

3.3. Data Analysis  

Narrative thematic analysis (Riessman, 2008) of individual stories which places 
primary attention on content was employed. We analyzed a single narrative in-
terview at a time, preserving the particularity of each story and the sequential, 
temporal features which are characteristic of narrative, and then proceeded to 
identify common patterns and variations comparing the different participants’ 
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accounts. The analysis took into consideration time, place, as well as the person-
al and sociopolitical dimensions in participant’s stories. Furthermore, as re-
searchers, in analysing and writing our findings, we acknowledge that we cannot 
stand apart from the narratives we produce, given that the texts we construct 
may emphasize more or less certain aspects of participants’ experiences based on 
our understanding of the importance of participant narratives.  

4. Research Findings  

Six participants narrated their life stories in a moving and relatively direct way:  
1) The story of Aeesha, a woman who actively pursued her career goals, 

both before and after the Syrian war, constantly overcoming obstacles that re-
peatedly came before her in order to create the professional circumstances she 
desired.  

2) The story of Adira, a woman who changed from her traditional role as a 
woman responsible only for household matters, to the role of an assertive, ex-
troverted person who courageously sought to secure the necessary conditions for 
her children both during the flight as well as during her stay in the host country. 
Her plans included going to school to get an education. 

3) Ademar, a well-renowned artist, in Syria, and father of three children nar-
rated his personal and family story with sensitivity and shared his hopes as well 
as his advice towards others. 

4) The story of Azar, the wife of Ademar, who is especially proud of her family 
and all they were able to create before the beginning of the war in Syria. In fact 
she felt the need to show photographs of their beautiful house, and the life of the 
family before their flight, in order to confirm her identity as a person who was 
formerly a citizen before she acquired the label of refugee. 

5) The story of Omar is intergenerationally traumatic as he and his family 
have experienced threats and losses. What gives him strength today is that he 
ensured his son’s safety, and has hopes for securing a better life for him in another 
country.  

6) The story of Orhan centers around his identity as a caretaker and protector 
of his children both before and after the war, and his goals to provide a better life 
for them in the future.  

The analysis produced common patterns and variations in the context of the 
following thematic sequences: 1) Narratives from the past, 2) the dangerous jour-
ney from Syria to Greece across the Aegean sea, 3) stories related to the present 
and suggestions for improvement to the host country, 4) sources of support and 
resilience, 5) Participants’ hopes and plans for the future. 

4.1. Narratives from the Past 

Participants narrated their lives before and after the war in Syria, the reasons 
they were forced to leave the country, the sociopolitical context in Syria, as well 
as the biographical rupture that occurred in their personal, family and work 
lives, once the war broke.  
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4.1.1. Life before the War in Syria: Stories of Freedom,  
Stories of Obstacles and Injustice 

Accounts of life before the war in Syria comprised a major area of discussion for 
all. There were both positive and negative experiences mentioned with reference 
especially to sociopolitical and economic circumstances. Some talked about a 
sense of “normality”, satisfaction, safety, peace, freedom, with economic oppor-
tunities as it is the case for Orhan:  

Things were quiet, ordinary. I built my business slowly, there was a demand 
for my work. My wife and I had four children, a very satisfying life, with ups and 
downs, but an overall sense of contentment. The only thing we wanted was to 
live a good quiet life until we grew old and then to go where all of us will go. We 
had a sense that life would go on like this. Our children would grow up, work 
and have families of their own. We had no sense that anything would change. 
My daughter got a baccalaureate, my son was studying to be an engineer in the 
university. 

Similarly, Ademar, the artist, with a renown area of expertise, was even more 
positive in his account:  

I lived a wonderful life, as did my family. I had my houses, my cars. I was very 
happy in this country where I lived. I felt like a king. Everything was good, and 
life was pure. Before the war there was safety and freedom in Syria.  

Along these lines, Adira the married homemaker and mother of six related:  
I come from a family with nine other siblings. I married at 14, I had my first 

child of six children at 16. Things were very good for us before the war began. 
We had a small farm at the edge of town. I was at home taking care of my child-
ren and my family. I worked with the goats I milked them… It was a peaceful 
life, ordinary, happy. 

However others mentioned difficulties in daily life before the war. In particu-
lar, injustice brought about by practices of the regime, which is portrayed as “a 
small group of people that controls everything and ignores the needs of the 
people”.  

Aeesha, a woman with strong career interests, who seems to define herself es-
pecially through her professional identity, she talked with pride about her great 
number of publications, and the constant obstacles she faced in her work envi-
ronment that was controled by the politics of the government.  

In my work there, I was the director, and I had raised the professional stan-
dards to a very high level. However, it was like they—the government, did not 
want me to succeed at something. I became very tired, trying to get somewhere 
with some kind of goal and then feeling like they turn it all back again.  

There were also accounts of injustices, and losses because of government ac-
tions even of an intergenerational order, leading to the migration of citizens in 
order to survive or improve their daily living conditions. This is portrayed in 
Omar’s account, as he talked about his life after the age of six when his father 
was killed by the government regime. In an intense emotional ambience, he re-
counted the story of “unfairness” that Syria and his family has suffered interge-
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nerationally because of the government since the beginning. He stressed the 
power of the government that controlled everything in the country. “It’s a small 
family with so few people that keep the control”. 

My life was ruined, and I had no future after the army took my father when I 
was six. But even before that many people from Syria went abroad because they 
were in very bad straits, they needed to go abroad to find a better life… 

In his narrative, paternal anxiety and desire for the future generations to not 
have the same experiences became also evident. 

We have paid a high price in Syria and especially in this period of time… We 
do not want our children or our grandchildren to experience these injustices. 
The situation in Syria is very, very difficult and very unjust. 

4.1.2. A Growing Sense of Change 
In all narratives, reference was made to subtle indications of changes that be-
came increasingly evident and disturbing. The presence of the army was increa-
singly apparent and oppressive.  

In the words of Orhan:  
These people started to appear, people with guns. They said they came to tell 

us about freedom, they said they wanted to liberate us. But they did not know 
what freedom meant. They said they were going to teach us history and religion. 
But they distorted our religion and they ruined it. I don’t know what the aim of 
these people is. They wanted to take the country back and start from zero. 

There was also a sense that the people with guns were strangers to the country. 
I do not know who these people are really. I think [the regime] found anyone 

they could, a passing stranger and gave them a gun and that person could threaten 
anyone they wanted. These people are mainly uneducated, because anyone who 
is educated knows what freedom means. And these people, who came with guns, 
the only thing they wanted was to take money, create chaos, they’re still doing 
that. These people are not Syrians. They have to do with foreign powers (Ade-
mar). 

The descriptions focused on the sense of gradual encroachment on the citi-
zens, who in turn withdrew, trying to create distance between themselves and 
the armed men:  

I am a man of peace, I did not want to go to one side or the other. I am not a 
soldier. I’m not a general I did not want to get involved and these things… I just 
wanted to go on with my life (Orhan)  

I wanted to continue with my work. It is in very high demand, it was in de-
mand from both sides, from people all over the world. I did not want to get in-
volved in the conflict, in this situation. But I felt that I would be forced to soon 
(Ademar). 

4.1.3. Life after the Beginning of the War 
The participants related how their lives and the lives of their families drastically 
changed for the worse after the beginning of the war. The stories began with the 
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description of the “bang”—the armed conflict increasingly evident in the towns. 
A common theme had to do with the lack of the basic services and goods, and 
the image of a country regressing to prior, much more difficult times. Running 
water, electricity food were scarce or even nonexistent. 

First of all there was no water, no electricity we went back to old times, a 
hundred years before. We started to make wells like we did in the past, we tried 
to burn wood and other things to warm up (Ademar).  

The sounds, images and bodily sensations from the vibrations of bombings 
and the fear of death predominated in the experience of all. 

All day long you would hear bombs from airplanes, bullets, even at night you 
couldn’t sleep because you didn’t know if you would wake up to see the next day. 
And from the bombs everything shook—our bones even our stomachs. When I 
hear the sounds of the airplanes now I’m afraid (Aeesha). 

As participants started talking about the safety of their children, there were 
changes in bodily stance and movement—lowered gaze, uncomfortable smiles, in-
tense hand movements and nonverbal expressions.  

I was afraid for my children. I wanted to protect them. I knew in time one side 
or both sides were to take my children. They would train them and that would 
make them like them (Orhan). 

My eldest son started to talk about joining the army, we didn’t want him to do 
that so we moved into Aleppo. We tried to send our son abroad so he wouldn’t 
go into the army. We sent him to Austria and he’s still there. The other children 
stayed with us (Adira). 

Omar talked about fears of his children being kidnapped to be taken into the 
army. 

We kept hearing about these abductions of children. I would lock my child in-
side—he couldn’t go out, it was like a punishment but even so I had to do that. 
Other parents did the same thing. Even though we also heard other stories. A 
father locked his child in and had to go take care of something for the house and 
the child got out and went up on the high flooring and jumped off. But I was 
afraid for my children I knew that the regime would come and take them. 

A deep sadness for the children, for the significant rupture in the course of 
their development, their interrupted lives, and dreams was also heard in partici-
pant narratives.  

My son was soon about to finish college. My children’s future was just begin-
ning, their dreams…. And that all stopped (Orhan). 

4.1.4. Positions Regarding the Cause of the War in Syria 
Although the participants came from different social strata, there was a consen-
sus in all narratives, namely that the problems in Syria began and are due to the 
interference of foreign forces.  

There were foreign hands involved—it’s obvious. And when these foreigners 
came, these foreign powers, these foreign hands, they started interfering with the 
problems that the people of Syria had. These foreigners caused more problems 
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and other groups began to emerge. And those are the people who ruined our Sy-
ria (Ademar).  

There was also emphasis on the pretext of religion which gained ground espe-
cially among people without education: 

These people came with the pretext they will come to teach us history, the 
history of our religion. But they distorted it, destroyed it (Orhan).  

4.1.5. The Flight  
1) Internal immigration in Syria in search of security. 
The voyage of flight began with internal immigration in search of security, 

long before leaving Syria to go to another country. In total the participants lived 
five to six years in the war, traveling big distances under bombardment and the 
firing of snipers. They faced repeated traumatic and painful situations.  

Families moved to other homes, basements, other cities to avoid contact with 
the armed men. 

There was no safety. We were just in the middle on the one side to people with 
the guns on the other side the army. We had to leave my house we went to 
another city nearby we thought it was safe at the time we had to rent a house we 
began from zero we left with the shirts on our back. But then the same people 
came there with the guns again (Adira). 

Originally we lived in the family compound. It was several houses joined to-
gether. My wife and I and our younger son lived in one. In the next house was 
my son his wife and two children. In a third house my daughter, son-in-law and 
her child. But as these people started coming around, saying they were going to 
liberate us, menacing people, I became afraid, I moved my family, everybody in-
to a basement (Ademar).  

At this point, the thought to immigrate, particularly to reunite with family 
members who live abroad was a recurring theme in many narratives. 

2) Leaving the country: Passage to Turkey 
The story of the voyage abroad had a particular place and significance. De-

scriptions were emotionally loaded when describing concerns about children 
leaving the country, passage through Turkey, and the stay in Turkey. Most inte-
restingly and significantly, the descriptions of the voyage tended to be more de-
tailed than accounts about other aspects of the experience, thus demonstrating 
the need to share these difficult and traumatic experiences that put their lives in 
danger. Again, for all participants children’s safety and escape from Syria was a 
priority.  

First the children went abroad, this is what everybody does, they send their 
children abroad. And for me the most important part of the story is that I ma-
naged to send my children abroad and then to follow them myself (Orhan). 

The importance of the number of attempts to leave was also stressed. Somatic 
and psychological endurance was tested because of repeated failures. 

I managed to finally leave on my eighth attempt. The first time they told us we 
had to cross a stream, and then a car will pass to take you around three in the 
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morning. The second time we went over the mountain we wound up until the 
top but there we had to stop because they started shooting us from the side of 
Turkey at the border (Aeesha).  

Moving through a country in war was life-threatening and terrifying. 
The most difficult part of our trip was from Syria to Turkey. One day we had 

to sit without moving because there were many bombs so many snipers all 
around who shot. We were in a state of shock that day. What we lived through in 
one day, It was a shock that lasted a month (Adira) 

It was chaos, terrorism everywhere (Azar).  
The need to escape from the country was immense. Even a minimal move-

ment away from Syria gave a sense of relief and freedom  
I felt a sense of freedom-like the hands were being taken away from my throat 

(Aeesha).  
A part of the trip involved a stay in Turkey, ranging from a few days, to many 

months. During this time the refugees needed to move within the country and to 
work in order to get money. In their narratives, a sense of frustration and des-
pair were expressed concerning the circumstances, the lack of support and the 
legal framework that gave only very limited rights to refugees. 

There was nothing of all of that they had told us. What we had heard that 
there would be organizations there to help us, guide us, people to listen to us, 
help us solve our problems. Nothing was true of all that we had heard. We were 
forced to rent a house, it was very expensive. You had to pay for all of your 
healthcare. We had money, so we could pay… but the money ran out. It got to 
the point where we even had to sell our cell phones in order to survive. They 
welcomed us to take our money—they did not care about us. We had to work— 
the children—my son who was 12—in order to pay rent electricity and water to 
survive. We did not have the same rights as the Turkish people. We had no rights. 
As a refugee you had no rights—you couldn’t raise your voice—as you can here 
in this country [Greece] (Orhan).  

3) From Turkey to Greece—the Sea. 
The trip from Turkey to Greece was the most onerous part of the journey. 

Participant descriptions were detailed and long and told with intense emotion. 
The experience was described to something “worse than hell”. The boats used by 
the traffickers were overfilled at every point in the trip, while the cold created 
further problems. Participants repeatedly confronted situations of life and death, 
such as having to steer the boat themselves although they had no knowledge of 
how to do so. Yet that was the only way to get to a Greek island. 

We were like sardines, about 72 people in a truck for many hours. When we 
got there and they blew up the rubber boat and put us inside… We were one on 
top of another, stacked up, it was very painful (Ademar). 

It was something worse than hell, because we hear about hell but we don’t live 
it. I put my life in danger three times. People were drowning, we were afraid for 
our lives. But unfortunately you had to do it to get to a better life (Orhan). 
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In contrast to the terror of the ordeal of the trip, there were also unexpected 
instances of hope:  

One other image that we had when we were in the boat—there were six dol-
phins directly in front of us, they were jumping up-and-down. We sat there and 
we looked at them and that was something that held us, it gave us hope, and it 
also prevented the boat from capsizing (Adira). 

4.2. Descriprions from the Present Time—The Host Country 
4.2.1. Arrival and Internal Movement-Stories of Ambivalence in Greece 
The moment the participants found themselves in Greek soil, the rescue by the 
Greek authorities was described as giving them a sense of relief, safety. They felt 
welcomed. Here too, the emotions expressed were particularly intense. Gratitude 
was also frequently mentioned. 

The Greek navy came and saved us. We felt safe, it was wonderful. We got to 
Chios. They welcomed us, received us, helped us (Ademar). 

Since we managed to get safely to a country like Greece we thank God, and 
thank Greece (Orhan). 

Refugee people initially viewed Greece as a temporary stop on their journey to 
another European country. However, this was not the case since the borders 
closed, in addition to a slow-moving bureaucratic process. In the meantime, par-
ticipants had to move through various parts of the country before getting to the 
reception centers where they would be staying. Moving across the country, they 
experienced solidarity and humanity, which were perceived as a “reward” for the 
danger they put themselves, and were a source of support and hope for their fu-
ture. 

When we got to Greece we thought we would stay only for a week. This was 
not the case but we are glad we stayed and we met people. Not only these in the 
receiving organization (NGO). Just common people in general. I saw Greek fam-
ilies with cars, scooters, older people, children wanting to help. It was something 
unbelievable what we experienced in Greece (Ademar).  

Participants had conflicting feelings, however, when they began to experience 
difficulties in reception centers, where appropriate living conditions were not 
always available. In all, they experienced their stay in Greece as both safe and 
unsafe. On the one hand they had been saved from the dangers of the war and 
their trip, on the other their documentation processes were delayed, Greece was in 
an economic crisis confronting difficulties that were evident in the reception cen-
ters and in the neighborhoods they lived in.  

We had problems because there were many mice. The toilets were not clean 
and there were no showers. We had to go to another place to bathe. When we 
went to speak to the authorities—that was the problem. Many things were lack-
ing—things were not well organized. I asked them, “Why do I have to go through 
all this—I’ve been through so much, could I at least be put in a nicer place?” 
(Aeesha). 
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4.2.2. Needs and Suggestions for Improvement in Conditions  
in the Host Country 

Refuggee people made suggestions regarding improvement in living conditions, 
bureaucratic processes providing documentation and other services, as well as 
the provision of information regarding countries that refugees could move. They 
also proposed a more personalized approach towards the needs of each individ-
ual and utilization of people’s specific skills and capabilities—particularly those 
of women. Aeesha, the professional woman, emphasized especially the impor-
tance of involving women in an active way, either by making good use of the 
knowledge they already have or by helping them acquire new skills.  

They should look at the problem each person has, individually, in detail. The 
person’s needs, health, skills. The language that they know, their craft. Particu-
larly the women. They should not let them just sit, drink, eat, sleep. They should 
do something, learn things… In the island of Leros, I taught women how to sew 
and they were eager to learn.  

Finally, securing children’s education and socialization with other children, 
was of major significance for our participants. Attending school, even tempora-
rily, was perceived as promoting childrens’ psychosocial well-being and this gave 
joy to the parents as well.  

Here things are good. My son goes to school, he has friends. Just seeing him 
laugh with other children, it’s enough for me (Omar). 

4.3. Narratives about the Future Plans, Expectations  
Hopes for the Future Place of Residence 

The participants talked about their expectations, feelings, thoughts and plans for 
the time period to come after they leave Greece to another European country. 
Greece was for them a temporary refuge, while reunion with family in other 
countries was their main expectation involving both anxety and hope. Securing a 
decent quality of life for their children in the future was a goal that provided a 
source of strength for the participants. As Orhan emphasized: 

Above all are the children. Everything I did I did for them to secure their fu-
ture as I did in Syria before the war began. I will continue to do it until I reach 
my goal. The future is those children. It’s for them that I try and that I am in this 
continuous struggle, this is what I get strength from to continue this struggle.  

I myself have no dreams… the only thing I want to see is my son realizing 
these dreams. Because for me it is really a waste of time (…) what I want is to see 
this in my son, and to try and give the best that I can and to take him to a safer 
place (Omar).  

Finally, it should be noted that education seems to be a goal not only for the 
children but also for certain participants, indicating personal change and growth 
as a result of new experiences in their lives.  

I want to go to school because I want to learn and to explore things I have not 
as yet (Adira) 
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4.4. Coexistence of Multiple Narratives Stories of Resistance,  
Resilience, Adaptation and Personal Growth  

Participants referred both to external cirmunstances which forced them to make 
the decision to leave and to continue their journey despite the overwhelming 
difficulties, but also emphasized personal beliefs, values, qualities and abilities 
which served as protective factors and sources of motivation, support and resi-
lience in their lives. Recurrent themes in their stories included belief in human 
strength, stubborness, cooperation, flexibility, openess, respect for oneself and 
others, hope for change, belief in God, belief in human goodness, even personal 
growth, and most of all caring for the children and the prospect of being reu-
nited with family.  

Orhan talked about inherent human strength emerging in extreme and dra-
matic circumstances:  

If the person has will and strength inside when he gets to such a dramatic sit-
uation he is forced to find all the strength. If you know that if you stay here you 
will die otherwise you have to find a way—then you find the strength. Everyone 
can find it. What would someone prefer—to die or to send their children away 
and then follow them. We all have the strength inside of us but until we reach 
our limit we don’t know we have it (Orhan).  

For Orhan, stuborness proved also a valuable “skill”.  
What gave me strength was that I had this particular skill. To keep going. The 

more things were against me and the more this gave me strength. From the 
stubbornness that I had, the belief that I was going to achieve something. 

For Aeesha, knowledge and faith in her own abilities, perserverance, and ea-
gerness to reunite with her daughter.  

For Omar, prayer and faith in God  
These are all things from God because we are God’s people. As God gives us 

things as we pray towards him that gives us patience and strength.  
For Ademar, respect for oneself and others, flexibility and openness, making 

plans for the future proved especially important for adaptation at the host country. 
Notably, Adira underscored how the experience of immigration contributed 

to a radical change and personal tranformation, and the importance of keeping 
refugee people active and mobilized in relation to their needs and goals.  

Before the war I only stayed and worked in my house. My husband went shop-
ping even for my own clothes and personal objects. Now I am no longer afraid 
and I feel confident to go out in the world and to take care of my daughter who 
has a mental health problem. The people, here [NGO] mobilized me towards 
this goal as they encouraged me to do things on my own. For example, getting a 
paper, taking my daughter to the hospital, etc. I also make plans for the future 
and this keeps me strong for the present time.  

4.5. Life Experiences: Messages to Give Support and  
Strength to Other People 

Finally, the participants expressed beliefs, attitudes and values with respect to 
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human life hoping to inspire help and strengthen others, both refugees and 
non-refugees. More specifically through messages of solidarity and world peace 
they encourage others to enjoy the one life they have, and the small daily joys it 
offers. 

The message I want to give is that in this life and on this earth we are born 
and live once. I hope that we have peace so that each person can have a good life 
whatever religion he or she practices. The only thing you should do is enjoy life 
until you go to the grave because we will all go there sometime—to enjoy simple 
small details of life from the hour you will born until the hour you die (Orhan).  

Life is compared to a smile and the values of patience and will, as well as the 
presence of important people are sources of inspiration and strength. 

Life is a smile. In life you have to have patience and you have to try and that 
anything can be done. Fortunately I have people near me and I have the will to 
do things (Ademar). 

Finally, participants encourage their children to be stronger than they are, to 
be assertive, to make decisions in order to have a better life. 

I want them to be stronger than I am to have a better life than I did (Adira).  

5. Conclusion and Discussion 

Narrative interviews facilitated participant Syrian refugees to have their voices 
heard in a relatively direct way, and to bring out the richness, the complexity 
and the particularity of their experiences. Participants as main narrators and 
self-aware embodied agents recounted stories taking into account time and place 
as well as specific socio historical circumstances. They reflected upon their lives, 
identity, parental roles, goals, and choices made, in the past, before and after the 
beginning of the war in Syria, during their escape and dangerous journey, and 
upon their arrival in Greece with destination another European country. Aware 
of the extreme adversities and obstacles they had already overcome, the bio-
graphical rupture and changes in their personal, familial and work lives, they al-
so talked about their values, attitudes, strengths, capacities, personal growth, hopes 
and plans for the future both for themselves and their families. Moreover, they 
reflected upon their experiences and shared pieces of advice aiming to support 
and encourage other people. Others stressed the universality of human nature and 
the finality of human existence, reminding us that all people are for the main 
part alike, and it is only life circumstances that force them to enter the classifi-
catory space of “refugee” (Shneikat & Ryan, 2017). This was further underlined 
by Azar who shared photographs with us depicting her family and house from 
the time of “normality” before the Syrian war and the biographical rupture in 
her life (Camia & Zafar, 2021).  

For all participants, the main reasons for leaving the country had to do with 
the violent circumstances of the war, their search for safety and the fact that life 
in Syria was no longer viable (Shneikat & Ryan, 2017; UNHCR, 2015). However, 
for some there were added reasons which existed even before the war, such as 
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intergenerational persecution and losses brought about by the government, as in 
the case of Omar, or governmental control which interfered with their profes-
sional development. For example, for Aeesha, the fact that she was able to escape 
not only from the tragedy of the war but also from the suffocating atmosphere 
created by the government was particularly liberating as she now felt free to 
dream with her family and to think about professional goals. On the other hand 
Ademar described a most satisfying life before the war, and the wish to return to 
his country when things improve. Only two (Ademar and his wife) of the six 
participants expressed the wish to repatriate at some point, which stands in con-
trast to the view that the experience of flight from the home country is always 
accompanied by the desire for repatriation (Den Boer, 2015). Finally, for Adira, 
leaving the country proved to be an experience of personal growth and trans-
formation, as she became more autonomous and confident about herself and hers 
abilities (Hunt, 2008).  

A pervasive theme in people’s stories was the repeated attempt to escape from 
Syria to Turkey and from Turkey to Greece. They constantly felt that this process 
was endless as they no sooner arrived at a destination than they had to regroup 
after all the hardships and adversities in order to secure the continuation of their 
journey. Their life was transformed into a life of constant movement from one 
checkpoint to another without the possibility of long term planning and with the 
constant possibility of the journey coming to an end (Jovanović, 2017). Greece 
was another such point where they were forced to remain in limbo, in “liminal 
spaces of temporary dwellings” for a significant period of time (Arvanitis, Yell-
and, & Kiprianos, 2019; Den Boer, 2015). Moreover, they had to also cope with 
the difficulties created by the protracted economic crisis of the host country and 
its negative consequences for refugee psychosocial care (Kalantzakos, 2017).  

Participants had mixed experiences and feelings. On the one hand, they felt and 
expressed significant gratitude for the refuge and support they received from the 
Greek state and people’s care, solidarity and sympathy. On the other they found 
themselves in circumstances that were difficult to cope with. Besides their re-
quest for improvement in the living conditions in the reception centers, they pro-
posed an individualized and respectful approach to the needs of refugee people 
which aims at more rapid solutions for issues such as bureaucratic procedures 
and the securing of legal residence and transit documentation (Crawley et al., 
2016). Other suggestions included information dissemination regarding the coun-
tries of relocation as well as the creation of programs for the use of human poten-
tial and the utilization of refugees’ specific skills and abilities through which they 
may regain a sense of autonomy and normality (Betts & Collier, 2017). The role 
of the school was deemed essential both for the children’s psychosocial devel-
opment and social integration, as well as for parents’ wellbeing and empower-
ment, who can thus feel that they provide their children with safety and a sense 
of normality as they are again involved in roles of daily life (Crul, Lelie, Biner 
et al., 2019; UNHCR, 2018b). Little attention has been given so far to the study of 
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experiences and needs of refugees in intermediate or first asylum countries, with 
research focusing mainly in refugee settlement countries (Mohamed & Bustag, 
2021; Shneikat & Ryan, 2017).  

Finally, the Syrian participants talked about the values, the supportive factors 
and the sources of strength which accompanied them throughout their journey 
and new life. The value of the family and of parenthood—as well as sacrifices 
and self-denial in order to provide a better life for them—seemed to comprise 
powerful motives, and sources of empowerment and resilience in all of the situa-
tions throughout their journey for a better future (Crawley et al., 2016; Shneikat & 
Ryan, 2017; Merry et al., 2017). In addition, faith in God, patience, will, perser-
verance, flexibility, adaptability, respect for oneself and for others, creativity, hope 
for change, belief in human capability and “good luck” were also noted as sources 
of strength and support (Al-Smadi et al., 2017 in Alzoubi et al., 2017).  

Overall, participants’ narratives in our study seem to deconstruct the common 
portrayal of refugees as a-historical subjects, helpless, passive dependants with 
limited ability for agency (Ghorashi, 2005; Malkki, 1996; Mcmahon et al., 2016), 
as well as the “deficit model” which emphasizes vulnerability and trauma (Bogic 
et al., 2015; Papadopoulos, 2002) at the expense of positive adaptation, coping 
strengths and resilience in refugee lives (Mohamed & Bastug, 2021; Hutchinson 
& Dorsett; Shneikat & Ryan, 2017). Biographical interviews facilitated Syrian ref-
ugees who found temporary refuge in Greece to articulate their life stories, socio 
historical circumstances and specific needs, as active responsible, competent, self- 
determined agents. Adopting a social justice and strengths based outlook (Good-
man et al., 2004; Johnson & Parry, 2015), we hope that refugee voices can influ-
ence societal discourses, interventions and policy development. In addition, we 
propose that refugee services (e.g. health and counseling services) help amplify 
refugees’ voices; build on their strengths, capabilities and growth potential; mo-
bilize and encourage new learning; advocate for the refugee situation; develop 
programs and design community interventions taking into account refugees’ 
own suggestions, requests, and needs assessment. Lastly, we recognize the diver-
sity and multiplicity in the study of refugee people and acknowledge that differ-
ent conceptualizations, methodological approaches and more complex ways of 
addressing our data are possible. 
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