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Interview 

Elizabeth Mavroudi
Department of Geography and Environment, School of Social Sciences and Humanities, 

Loughborough University, Leicestershire, UK

Q1. The concept of diaspora is used to define almost any community who has a distinct identity 
tied with an imagined or territorialized nation outside the resident country. Nationalization of 
the concept of “victim” diaspora seems no longer prevailing but communities beyond the territory 
of a nation generally fit the picture. Migration or exile is not the only cause to form diasporic 
communities. To some studies, socially, culturally, religiously, ethnically, linguistically, and/or 
geopolitically amalgamated communities are also deemed to form diaspora. Having said that, 
what do you think about the impact of the proliferation of the usage on the conceptualization of 
diaspora? And/or, how would you conceptualize diaspora?

A1. Since Brubaker's (2005) much cited paper on the proliferation of the word diaspora, there has 
been much debate on the notion of diaspora and what exactly it does and does not encompass. 
There are those who view diasporas more in terms of distinct ethno-national communities 
spread out through space but who are tied somehow to a homeland and to one another through 
shared consciousness, identities, imagined communities, and collective memories. However, 
more poststructural views of diaspora, influenced by cultural theorists such as Stuart Hall and 
James Clifford, view diasporas in more flexible ways and will unravel the ways in which migrants 
construct and practice their identities and lives 'here' and 'there', 'on the move' and as within and 
across boundaries in grounded and situated ways. I have certainly been influenced more by the 
latter in my thinking and also by work of scholars, such as Homi Bhabha (1994), Yasemin N. 
Soysal (2000), Edward Said (2000), Pnina Werbner (2004), and Floya Anthias (1998). Within 
Geography, I have been influenced by the work of Alison Blunt (2007), Claire Dwyer (2000), 
Caitríona Ní Laoire (2003), Divya Tolia Kelly (2004), Sean Carter (2003), Elaine Ho, Mark 
Boyle and Brenda Yeoh (individually but also see their joint paper in 2015 e.g.) and Anastasia 
Christou (2011) amongst many others who argue for a nuanced approach to diaspora which 
takes into account the myriad intersectionalities which have an impact on how those in diaspora 
operate through time and space and in relation to place. Rather than making assumptions about 
diasporic lives and identities, or trying to fit people into typologies and classifications, I and 
these authors believe that it is important to listen to the voices and experiences of those who 
see themselves as being part of a diaspora and who may e.g. have complicated or ambivalent 
relationships with homeland(s). This body of work challenges any simplistic understandings that 
one might have around identity making and stresses the need to dismantle essentialist notions 
of identity and belonging whilst at the same time paying attention to power inequalities and 
relations within and between groups. I have written, as have others about the idea of diaspora 
as process (Mavroudi 2007; Morawska 2011; Houston and Wright 2003); I have taken such 
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a dynamic notion and have extended it to discuss and in relation to performative timespace 
(Mavroudi 2019) as I believe this can help us strike a balance between more open-ended notions 
of diaspora which stress fluidity and hybridity and the reality of the limitations that many in 
diaspora also face. Living and feeling in-between is not necessarily easy and it is important 
to pay attention to the embodied, emotional and material aspects of such lives and identities. 
Finally, for me and other who write about diaspora, the notion itself is potentially a celebratory 
one which reminds us of the need to transgress essentialism, borders and boundaries, even as 
we also recognise that they still continue to exist and to constrain. By using diaspora to discuss 
migrant experiences we are paying explicit attention to all these processes and issues: we are 
recognising the importance of the sometimes uneasy juxtaposition between here, there, past, 
present, future, time, space, and place which jostle for position in people's lives and have to be 
actively and sometimes strategically negotiated.

Q2. States are increasing their efforts all around the world for diaspora engagement; however, they 
still lack in giving efforts in internationally debated policies. This does not mean that states do not 
have diaspora policies of their own but we don't see the diasporic issues discussed among states 
perhaps due to political and socio-cultural sensibility. Is it possible for states to consider debating 
diaspora internationally beyond assimilation or nationalization policies?

A2. Yes, sending states have pursued their own diaspora strategies, often as a means to reap 
socio-economic and political benefits from those who are in diaspora, for example through 
remittances, voting and investment. They have gone from seeing those who emigrate as traitors 
to their homeland to loyal members of the extra territorial state. They often make assumptions 
around diasporic obligations to the homeland based around sometimes quite narrow notions 
of ethno-national identity i.e., they assume that people will want to contribute and help 
their homeland because they are from there originally and feel part of this ethno-nationally 
constructed nation. However, in reality, research has shown that there are complex ways to be 
and feel in diaspora and that sending and receiving states shouldn't make simplistic assumptions 
around national belonging, integration and assimilation (see e.g. Mavroudi and Holt 2015 on 
the relationships between nationalism and schooling in relation to this). The same applies to 
receiving states who have equated migration with development and see diaspora strategies and 
diasporic involvement with their homelands as a way to increase development there. However, 
again, this makes assumptions around loyalty to homeland(s) and feelings of belonging towards 
them - work I have done, e.g., on the Greek diaspora in Australia has demonstrated that although 
they feel connected to Greece emotionally and culturally, they do not necessarily wish to help it 
economically (see Mavroudi 2017).

What is arguably needed is more co-operation between states and a realisation that 
people live within and across borders to varying degrees and in different ways. People can and 
do negotiate belonging to multiple nations, regions, places, and so forth. People may therefore 
want to contribute in multiple contexts or may struggle to contribute in any contexts. What is 
paramount, however, is that receiving states enable people to live and work to their full capacity 
and skill level so that issues such as brain waste are avoided. There is a need also to go beyond 
simplistic assumptions around assimilation, integration and protectionist nationalization and to 
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recognise not only the diversity which exists but also the very real hardships that many migrants 
continue to face because of how they are positioned in the labour market as well as socially 
and politically in the host countries as well as issues such as prejudice and intolerance. A more 
nuanced conversation around migrants and those in diaspora is needed, one which recognises 
this diversity but also pays attention to the ways in which people still construct more narrowly 
defined and potentially exclusionary nationalism and national identity (Mavroudi 2010a; 
Mavroudi 2020).

Q3. Since the world entered into the nation-state system, territorial states have not been able to 
contain nations, rather led to increasing diasporas. So how do globalized nations and governance 
impact territorial state and diaspora relations?

A3. States need to respect the wishes of groups who wish to realise self-determination and 
engage in dialogue with them to understand why they seek this. However, the reality is that this 
is a difficult process, not least because those seeking self-determination may themselves not be 
united and because there is a lack of political will to allow it. There may be fears of violence, 
instability and fragmentation but states should not oppress those who wish to govern more 
autonomously. It may be, e.g., that desires for self-determination are driven by feelings of past 
and present suffering and injustices so if these are addressed, this can pave the way potentially 
for living together in diversity, whilst respecting differences, rather than living apart in ever 
more fragmented national units (see e.g. Mavroudi 2010b). There needs to be a move away from 
states which imagine themselves are somehow homogenous or even in majority-minority terms, 
as this potentially ignores complexities of belonging on the ground. Unfortunately, although 
self-determination can be seen as a positive and empowering idea, it does also potentially serve 
to divide and encourage nation-building around more narrow ethno-national and religious 
notions of nationalism. This does not encourage people to live together but rather, separates 
them: it also creates problems in terms of immigration because if people perceive their state as 
homogenous, they may not want others coming in. However, if people are going to live together 
in larger states, in which there are multiple and complex identities and in which the nation is 
imagined and performed in inclusive ways, then people need to feel like they belong there. They 
should not have to choose allegiances or citizenship. The reality is that societies and cultures are 
mixed and complex and this is not just the result of more recent migration. However, in addition, 
by viewing states and nationalism as diverse and inclusive, we pave the way to manage and 
encourage encounters in positive ways in which people feel valued and included, have a voice and 
are not subject to racism, discrimination, or prejudice. This is an ideal scenario, for sure, but one 
that we need to work towards. The world is divided into a nation-state system and we are blinded 
by methodological nationalism as Wimmer and Glick Schiller (2002) reminded us; however, we 
can ensure that nationalism is constructed and enacted in positive and inclusionary ways and 
not based around narrow interpretations of culture, language, history, identity and religion. This 
goes for states, but also for diasporas too, and there are those within diasporic groups who have 
resorted to constructing more extreme and exclusionary notions of national identity in order to 
try and achieve unity, control and/or self-determination (Conversi 2012; Carter 2003). This also 
relates to issues of representation, tensions and power relations: who is representing what, for 
whom, and what are the consequences of this for diasporas and sending/receiving contexts (see 



136 E. Mavroudi

e.g. Godin and Doná 2016 on young people in diaspora and online representations).

 

Q4. In general, diaspora studies are not at their peak values. A small number of scholars dedicate 
their time to diaspora issues. For those who are eager to study this subject, what are the fundamental 
approaches to studying the concept of diaspora? Why is it important to study and how do you see 
where diaspora studies are heading to or need to go?

A4. I would say that although the field of diaspora studies is quite small and within geography, it 
is even smaller, I am heartened by the increasing interest in it by scholars and by states. Diaspora, 
as a word, is more in use by the media, and the public has perhaps a growing appreciation of 
it. Having said that, I think it's necessary to see diaspora studies as interdisciplinary not just in 
the sense that many scholars of different disciplines study diaspora in their own ways but that 
we need more interactions between such scholars.  There are many scholars working in the 
field of diaspora politics, diaspora mobilisation and diaspora strategies as well as in the field 
of diasporic identities and belonging. I would like to see more work using a more joined up 
approach to diaspora whereby all aspects of diasporic lives are considered, not just one facet for 
example, and across scales and spaces. A good example of recent work which does this is Vathi 
and Burrell (2020).

There is interesting research coming out which stresses how those in diaspora can 
negotiate national belongings, but also realise that they are connected to wider groups of people 
beyond their own diaspora. They are then using such connections to make political claims in 
transnational ways, which are aimed at dealing with wider issues of human rights and injustices 
which although may be based around specific causes, are also linked to a wider need to create a 
better world (see e.g. Blachnicka-Ciacek 2018 and Salih et al 2020). In general, there is a need for 
more research, conceptualisation, and uses of diaspora to help create positive social and political 
change. This can be seen for example in the work of Ho et al (2015), who call for a feminist 
ethics of care within diaspora studies and diaspora strategies in particular, in which uneven 
relationships between people and countries are interrogated and there is a commitment to social 
and political justice in the relationships and interactions across scales and spaces. A large part of 
this is also a recognition of past injustices, (dis)connections and oppressions which continue to 
have an impact on current lives and identities, as the work of Gilroy (1991), Upadhyay (2013), 
and Ndhlovu (2016) amongst others has demonstrated, and which governments need to be 
aware of and address (Dickinson 2012), such colonial/postcolonial collisions. More recent work 
also examines this from an LGBT+ perspective (see Rouhani 2019; Koegler 2020; Dhoest 2020 
and Sandal 2020 e.g.) and this stresses the need to examine sub-groups within diasporas and 
webs of interactions in which they are positioned. This is also important because of the ways in 
which sending countries attempt to try and monitor, control and shape those they see as 'their' 
diasporas and can lead to in/exclusions, intimidation and fear (see e.g. Baser and Ozturk 2020; 
Moss 2018 and Tsourapas 2020). We need to continue with work on generational and other 
differences in diaspora - it is important to demonstrate how diasporas are diverse and what their 
interactions are with others within Global North and Global South contexts (see e.g. Fiddian-
Qasmiyeh 2020). There is a need also for more research which focuses on diaspora in different 
contexts, beyond the Anglo and euro centric powers, written by scholars from these places (and 
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which is arguably made available in different languages) but which is analytically as well as 
empirically rich. This is definitely happening but more is needed. 

Diaspora studies needs to continue its commitment to transgressing borders and boundaries 
by ensuring that as many voices are heard as possible: from the academic, the policy maker, 
to third plus generations to younger generations, rich, poor, women, men children, LGBT+, 
connected and disconnected to one other and to other places and people, paying attention 
to intersectionalities and how people are positioned. Finally, and as research is increasingly 
stressing (see e.g., Ponzanesi 2020), it is necessary to further examine online-offline interactions 
and the ways in which material and virtual worlds collide and intersect within people's lives.
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