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Introduction to Meet the Somalis

Meet the Somalis is a collection of 14 illustrated stories depicting 
the real life experiences of Somalis* in seven cities in Europe: 
Amsterdam, Copenhagen, Helsinki, Leicester, London, Malmo, 
and Oslo. It provides readers a unique look into what everyday 
life is like as a Somali in Europe. The stories are based on the 
testimonies of Somalis in Europe interviewed during six months in 
2013. 

Meet the Somalis accompanies a seven-city research series—
Somalis in European Cities—examining the experiences of 
Somalis in Europe in areas such as education, housing, employ-
ment, health, political participation, and identity. The research, due 
to launch at the end of 2013, seeks to offer a better understanding 
of the challenges faced by Somalis in Europe and how they can 
be overcome. 

The Somali community in Europe is a vibrant, diverse minority 
group. Europe’s Somalis can be divided into three broad catego-
ries: people of Somali origin born in Europe, Somali refugees and 

asylum seekers (who came direct from Somalia as a result of the 
conflicts), and Somalis who have migrated from one country in 
Europe to another. There are no accurate figures for the number 
of Somalis in Europe, but on the whole they are among one of the 
largest minority groups. 

The research findings from Somalis in European Cities highlight 
successful inclusion practices in cities as well as the barriers to 
integration facing Somalis. Though at first glance one might expect 
this to be a fragmented and beleaguered community, the reality in 
many cities in Europe is very different.

Meet the Somalis depicts experiences many of us will never know, 
like fleeing a warzone with your children or, worse, leaving your 
loved ones behind. But more often, these stories portray values 
shared amongst many of us, like the importance of family, well-be-
ing, and identity in an ever-changing world.

The Open Society Foundations’ At Home in Europe Project works 
to advance equality for groups that are excluded from the main-
stream of civic, political, and cultural life in a changing Europe. In 
an environment where integration is perceived by some to have 
failed, At Home in Europe documents the real and lived experienc-
es of some of these marginalized communities. 

*The term Somalis is used here to signify a wide-ranging commu-
nity: first-, second-, and third-generation Somalis; people of Somali 
origin who self-identify as Somali-Norwegian or Somali-British, for 
example; and people of Somali origin who no longer self-identify 
as Somali but have instead taken on European nationalities.

http://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/projects/home-europe


Background and Approach to Meet the Somalis

Meet the Somalis includes stories of young and old, happy and 
troubled, comfortable and poor. Some were born and raised in 
Europe, are professionals, and have families whose identities 
unite Somali and European cultures. Others, recently arrived and 
having left behind violence, fear, and refugee camps, are still 
trying to make sense of their new lives in an unfamiliar land.

Meet the Somalis aims to introduce key issues about the expe-
riences of Somalis in Europe in an accessible way. In each city, 
researchers from the Somalis in European Cities series introduced 
us to a wide range of Somali families and individuals. The Somali 
community graciously invited us into their homes, businesses, and 
lives, sharing their time and their tales.

Each interview lasted one to three hours. The people we spoke 
to told us about their life (or their parents’ lives) before leaving 
Somalia, the hardships and fears they encountered on their 
journey, the memories of what they left behind, their lives now in 
Europe, and their hopes and expectations for the future.

The illustrated stories focus on challenges faced by Somalis in 
their respective cities in Europe and issues raised in the Somalis 
in European Cities research, including education, housing, the 
media, employment, and identity. 

We collected hours of recorded interviews, photographs, and 
stories that were sometimes tragic, shocking, hopeful, inspiring, 
and funny.

At every stage of the process, the Open Society Foundations’ At 
Home in Europe team, Somali friends, and researchers comment-
ed on ideas and illustrations and provided guidance and insight, 
making it a truly collaborative process between artists, academics, 
and Somali participants themselves. 

Meet the Somalis “introduces” the reader to our Somali neigh-
bours, but we hope it also inspires readers to consider how 
Europe looks through the eyes of a migrant community, making 
their home in Europe by choice or, often, necessity.

We would like to thank everyone who has given their time and 
entrusted us with their life stories. It has been a wonderful expe-
rience to meet so many warm and hospitable people within the 
Somali community and a privilege to hear their tales.  

Ben and Lindsay 

Benjamin Dix (researcher and author) and Lindsay Pollock (artist)
  


































































































































