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Abstract

The governmentality of immigration has become a crucial issue of con-
temporary societies. Ironically, although globalization meant facilitated
circulation of goods, it has also signified increased constraints on the
mobility of men and women. This evolution has been characterized by
the policing of physical borders and the production of racialized bound-
aries, primarily studied by the social sciences in North America and
Western Europe. Anthropological studies highlight the renewed role
of the nation-state to impose a surveillance apparatus of the frontiers
and the territories, regimes of exception for the detention and depor-
tation of illegal aliens, and a dramatic decline in the right to asylum,
sometimes replaced by forms of discretionary humanitarianism. These
logics are embodied in the everyday work of bureaucracies as well as in
the experience of immigrants.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, immigration has revealed
two unexpected although predictable “contra-
dictions of globalization” (Ekholm Friedman &
Friedman 2008). First, whereas the circulation
of goods was progressively facilitated through
international trade agreements, the transna-
tional circulation of persons became increas-
ingly restricted, at least for the majority of
the population of the planet (Bauman 1998).
The erection of a “wall around the West” with
restrictive and repressive immigration policies
resulted in the massive production of “illegal
aliens” in Europe and North America (Andreas
& Snyder 2000). Second, although the promise
of earlier migration was the social and economic
incorporation of immigrants in the receiving
countries under the alternative paradigms of
multiculturalism or cultural assimilation, ethnic
and religious divisions became the rule, lead-
ing to discrimination and violence (Appadurai
2006). The “racialization” of the first and even
more of the second generations led to the con-
stitution of stigmatized “minorities” (Anthias
& Yuval Davies 1992). The two contradictions
echo each other: borders as external territo-
rial frontiers and boundaries as internal so-
cial categorizations are tightly related in a pro-
cess in which immigrants are racialized and
ethnic minorities are reminded of their for-
eign origin (Fassin 2010a). This dual reality of
“migrantillegality” (De Genova 2002) and “im-
migrant racialization” (Silverstein 2005) has
given birth to an important literature in an-
thropology and other social sciences—no dis-
tinction is made here, and the contribution of
legal studies, political science, history, and so-
ciology to this multidisciplinary field should be
acknowledged—but in most cases as two sepa-
rate bodies on borders and on boundaries. The
articulation of the two phenomena and the form
of governmentality that underlies them is the
crux of the present review.

By referring to governmentality, I clearly in-
scribe our perspective in the legacy of Michel
Foucault, in particular his 1977-1978 Lectures
at the College de France on Security, Territory,
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Population (Foucault 2007), and in the field of
studies inspired by this seminal work (Bréckling
et al. 2011). Governmentality includes the in-
stitutions, procedures, actions, and reflections
that have populations as object. It exceeds the
issue of sovereignty and complicates the ques-
tion of control. It relates the power and admin-
istration of the state to the subjugation and sub-
jectivation of individuals. It relies on political
economy and policing technologies. Applied to
the field of immigration in present dark times
(Arendt 1968), it has enriched our understand-
ing of the subtle and complex games involved in
the “biopolitics of otherness” (Fassin 2001a): a
politics of borders and boundaries, temporality
and spatiality, states and bureaucracies, deten-
tion and deportation, asylum and humanitari-
anism that is developed in these pages.

BORDERS AND BOUNDARIES

The anthropology of borders (Alvarez 1995)
and the sociology of boundaries (Lamont &
Molnir 2002) are domains of research that
were developed as distinct fields. In a tradi-
tion inherited from Weber and Durkheim,
borders were generally viewed as territorial
limits defining political entities (states, in
particular) and legal subjects (most notably,
citizens), whereas boundaries were principally
considered to be social constructs establishing
symbolic differences (between class, gender, or
race) and producing identities (national, eth-
nic, or cultural communities). This distinction
between borders and boundaries was a more
or less explicit critique of classical studies in
anthropology, which accepted, strengthened,
and ultimately reified the superposition of
territorial borders and social boundaries by
constituting discrete entities, such as “the
Nuer” or “the Tiv,” as the object of their in-
quiry (Donnan & Wilson 1999). In his famous
research on Arab villages in the “triangle”
between Israel and Jordan, Cohen (1965)
showed how the “border situation” created by
the birth of the Israeli state transformed the
social organization of the Palestinian society,
weakening local modern elites and revitalizing
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traditional political forms. The border was no
longer a backdrop of social change, buta crucial
component that imposed its presence on social
relations. In an influential text inspired by his
ethnography of the Pathans of the Swat Valley
in Pakistan, Barth (1968) questions the usual
equivalence established between ethnicity,
culture, and language, proposing instead an in-
teractional approach thatimplies that the object
of investigation should be “ethnic boundaries”
rather than the “cultural stuff” that serves to
legitimize social groups. To the self-definition
of ethnic characteristics and cultural substance,
anthropologists must therefore substitute the
exploration of the phenomena of inclusion
and exclusion, recruitment and ascription, that
occur on the symbolic frontier between groups.
By de-essentializing borders and boundaries,
these works open new avenues for the social sci-
ences. But as with most anthropological studies
until recently, they keep the two concepts
unrelated.

Yet their combination is indispensable
to the understanding of how immigration is
governed and experienced, whether for Greek
minorities in southern Albania and Albanian
immigrants in northern Greece (Hart 1999) or
for Mexican Americans and Mexican nationals
on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border (Vila
2000). In effect, immigrants embody the articu-
lation of borders and boundaries, even beyond
what is generally assumed by the studies of
transnationalism (Kearney 1991). They cross
borders to settle in a new society and discover
boundaries through the differential treatment
to which they are submitted. To Bohannan’s
(1967) formulation that “the frontier is all
around us,” one should certainly add that it
does not impose the same constraints on every-
one. Thus the way the British ethnicize south
Asians and racialize black English illustrates
the interaction between external and internal
frontiers (Wallman 1978), a problematic by
contrast ignored in France until recently,
because immigration was analyzed in terms of
“melting pot” (Noiriel 1992) and “integration”
(Schnapper 1991), whereas phenomena of
racialization and ethnicization were denied.

More generally the optimism of the sociol-
ogy of assimilation, which posits the success of
contemporary societies with their aliens, partic-
ularly in the United States (Waters & Jiménez
2005), obscures the “coercive efforts to build a
nation-state society by excluding outsiders—via
control of external borders—and to distinguish
between members and unacceptable residents
of the territory—through regulation of the in-
ternal boundaries leading to citizenship and le-
gal residence” (Waldinger & Fitzgerald 2004).
Nowhere are these logics of exclusion and dis-
tinction more visible than in the naturalization
process, via which the state separates the wanted
from the unwanted among immigrants, but
eventually reminds its newly naturalized mem-
bers how they still differ from their indigenous
fellow-citizens, who are in France sometimes
officially qualified as “Frangais de souche,” that
is, purebred French (Fassin & Mazouz 2009).
Linking borders and boundaries, therefore, in-
scribes politics and the state—rather than cul-
ture or the market—into the question of im-
migration. But this inscription assumes various
and even contradictory forms according to time
and space.

TIME AND SPACE

The significance of borders and boundaries
profoundly changes over time. It is related to
broader contexts in which issues of security
(Andreas & Bierstecker 2003) and sovereignty
(Blom Hansen & Stepputat 2005), on the one
hand, and of economy (Hanson & Spilimbergo
1999) and identity (Wilson & Donnan 1998),
on the other, are raised. Certain historical pe-
riods are more favorable than are others for the
development of barriers between territories and
people. They correspond to moments of social,
economic, and political tensions (Rudolph
2006). The sensitivity of the question of
immigration, the hostility toward aliens, the
consolidation of borders, and the delimitation
of boundaries appear to be cyclic phenomena,
as can be shown in the French case (Noiriel
2007). In particular, parallels are often drawn
between the present time and the interwar
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period. During the 1930s, in the aftermath
of the economic crisis and in a context of
rising perils, immigration came to be seen as a
problem and immigrants were turned into po-
tential threats, their rights were progressively
restricted (Lewis 2007) and their policing be-
came increasingly aggressive (Blanc-Chaléard
et al. 2001). The historical comparison has
its limits, and it has been argued that the
changes in border controls across Europe
during the past half century are “both radical
and without genuine precedent” (Anderson
2000), but it underlines the permanence of
complex interactions between economic and
political logics, of the ideological manipulation
of social fears, and of the obsessive deployment
of surveillance technologies.

The end of the twentieth and the beginning
of the twenty-first century are undoubtedly
marked by the exacerbation of global tensions
expressed through increasing restrictions of
human mobility, especially in Europe and
North America (Sassen 1999), and the erection
of walls materializing the separation between
countries, as in the southern United States or
in the Palestinian Occupied Territories (Brown
2010). This trend contrasts with the situation
prevailing during the previous period. From
the end of World War II until the early 1970s,
foreign labor was considered to be a decisive
resource required for the reconstruction of
Western Europe, and few restraints were
imposed regarding immigration, particularly
from the colonial empires and later newly in-
dependent states, as long as migrants accepted
a marginal status and harsh exploitation (Sayad
2004). During those years, opening national
borders was by no means contradictory with de-
limiting racial and ethnic boundaries. With the
dissolution of the Communist Bloc and the end
of the Cold War in the late 1980s, the horizon
of a planet freed from its political and territorial
divisions seemed to find its concretization in the
fall of the Iron Curtain (Bornemann 1991). But
as Berliners were joyfully crossing over their de-
stroyed wall, they could not realize that, while
an old world was ending, a new one was loom-
ing in which barriers would proliferate again.
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Contemporary societies are increasingly
bastions with borders and control (Walters
20006), walls and gates (Nevins 2002). Again, al-
though this process primarily concerns the ex-
ternal frontier (Dunn 1996), it does not spare
the internal ones (Low 2003), thus reveal-
ing the empire of security issues in America
(Gusterson & Besteman 2009) as well as in
Europe (Huysmans 2006). During the 2000s,
it has accelerated, as in the United States,
whereby the war on terror after 9/11 added
its effects to the war on drugs at the Mexican
border in a context of implementation of
the North American Free Trade Agreement
(Ackleson 2003), while in Western Europe, the
moral panic over Islam combined with the po-
litical panicrelated to asylum seekers against the
backdrop of the enlargement of the European
Union to the East (Sasse & Thielemann 2005).
In both cases, the “new migration world” has
generated “new strategies and instruments of
control” (Guiraudon & Joppke 2001), in other
words, new policing of immigrants.

That this form of governmentality is for
the most part a story about the Western world
should not preclude the salience of these issues
for the rest of the planet (Castles & Miller
2003). From this perspective, it should be
highlighted that, whereas anthropology has de-
veloped a rich body of literature on migration
and transnationalism (Brettell 2007) and the
imaginary of border-crossing (Pandolfo 2007),
it has yielded relatively little attention to the
question of policing in the Third World coun-
tries and its human consequences, with notable
exceptions (McDonald 2000). According to
the United Nations, in 2010, although 120
of the 213 millions of international migrants
are found in Europe and North America, the
proportion is reversed when one considers
more specifically forced migrations, with 14 of
the 16 million international refugees living in
the developing world, mostly Asia and Africa.
Itis, in fact, possible to oppose the government
of displaced populations in the South, where
refugees are confined in camps (Malkki 1995),
and the West, where asylum seekers are dealt
with on a case-by-case basis (Schuster 2000):
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depersonalized masses on the one hand, indi-
vidualized scrutiny on the other. The former
is the condition of the latter, given that the
casuistry involving the respect of human rights
for asylum seekers supposes the selection of
small numbers made possible by the extensive
internment of refugees in poor countries and
the strict control of their access to the benefits
of the protection of wealthy nations.

STATES AND BUREAUCRACIES

Paraphrasing both Marx’s expression about
the means of production and Weber’s formula
on violence, Torpey (2000), who has recon-
stituted the history of the passport, writes
that modernity is characterized by the “state
monopolization of the legitimate means of
movement.” Indeed, since the end of the
eighteenth century, the state has progressively
expanded its empire over individual mobility
as well as collective displacement (Freeman
1994), following irregular cycles that alternate
liberal and repressive moments depending on
the economy and on the variations in ideology
(Fetzer 2000). The past three decades have
been characterized by an upsurge of control
at the borders to restrain the number of
newcomers into the rich world, a policy with
relatively limited effects, revealing the “gap”
between restrictive policy efforts and expansive
immigration in reality (Cornelius et al. 1994).
However, the importance given to these issues
in the public sphere is not strictly related to
the quantitative presence of immigrants.

The government of immigration is thus
an exemplary case study for an “anthropology
in the margins of the state,” because it con-
cerns public action regarding a marginalized
population usually conducted at the margins
of the territory and the law (Das & Poole
2004). The three dimensions are essential.
The state exerts its rule on the most peripheral
segments of its subjects, develops increasingly
sophisticated technologies at its borders,
and tends to create laws of exception when
it is “targeting immigrants” (Inda 2006).
This political configuration explains why the

scientific field of immigration has resisted
the tendency of most studies on globalization
to assert the decline of the nation-state and
has even been accused of “methodological
nationalism” by promoters of the transnational
approach (Wimmer & Glick-Schiller 2002).
"This accusation, however, misses the point that
the interpretation in terms of governmentality
does not so much focus on the power of the
nation-state as on the limits of its ideal-typical
representation as coherent, impartial, and
effective. On the contrary, it shows its illegality
and illegibility, demonstrates its partiality
and ineffectiveness, but also establishes the
functionality of these apparent dysfunctions.
Paraphrasing the definition of deviance in
the interactionist theory (Becker 1963), one
can say that the state creates illegal immigrants
by making and enforcing the laws whose in-
fraction constitutes illegality of residence. This
logic is certainly not new and has contributed
to the building of the United States since the
1920s, when Congress first legislated numerical
restrictions for permanent immigration, soon
leading to an official politics of quota (Ngai
2004). Paradoxically, the state itself may not re-
spectits own law and may engage in illegal prac-
tices (Heyman & Smart 1999), thus facilitating
the blurring of limits between legitimate and
illegitimate actions in favor of the immigrants
(Coutin 1995). One illustration of such prac-
tices of the state is the so-called double sentence
in France, which implies two punishments (de-
tention and deportation) for the same offense
(Mathieu 2006), in contradiction with the ju-
ridical principle expressed by the formula non bis
in idem. More generally, the treatment of aliens
easily falls within the province of the exception,
in the name of sovereignty (Schmidt 1985),
and immigration increasingly belongs to “this
no-man’s-land between public law and political
fact, and between the juridical order and life”
(Agamben 2005). The 2001 U.S. Patriot Act is
often seen as an illustration of this evolution.
The production of illegality by the state has
been described as a “racial criminalization of
migrants” in Europe to underline its almost ex-
clusive focus on African aliens (Palidda 2011).
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Itis indeed obvious when changes in legislation
entail new restrictions, for example, in family
reunification criteria, with the consequence of
rejecting many spouses and children out of the
legal sphere, or when administrative practices
become more severe, for instance toward
asylum-seekers, thereby mechanically provok-
ing an increase in illegal immigrants (Ferré
1997). Therefore, far from being clandestine
aliens sneaking in through deserts, on boats,
or in trucks, as usually depicted in the media
and the public discourse (Fassin 1996), most
undocumented persons, in Southern Europe
(Calavita 2005) as well as in North America (De
Genova 2005), are long-term residents in the
receiving country where they live, work, marry,
and start a family, but where they always remain
in a state of precariousness that facilitates their
exploitation. Repression, however, is exerted
almost exclusively on the undocumented
immigrants (Chavez 1998), for whom the price
of getting caught is quite high, rather than on
those who recruit and hire them (Hagan &
Phillips 2008). In so doing, the state not only
demonstrates its partiality, but also shows its in-
consistencies or ambiguities, as harsh policing
is not incompatible with tolerance regarding
illegality of migrant workers who significantly
contribute to several economic sectors.

The logics of democratic states may there-
fore be more complex than is often assumed.
First, they are confronted by contradictory in-
terest groups, with employers generally de-
sirous of the cheap and docile workforce of im-
migrants, while the general public shows signs
of impatience or xenophobia towards aliens.
Second, they react differently according to the
prevailing regime of immigration, which can
be that of settler, as in the United States, of
guest workers, as in Germany, or of postcolo-
nial subjects, as in Britain; these sociological and
historical elements account for the temporal
and spatial variations observed in public poli-
cies (Joppke 1998). Moreover, for a given pe-
riod in a given country, disparities exist within
the state, revealing the “differential administra-
tion of illegalities” (Foucault 1978) and remind-
ing us that not everyone is equal before the law
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(Fischer & Spire 2009). The ethnography of
bureaucracies (Heyman 1998) is therefore cru-
cial to interpret these discrepancies between the
Weberian view of the fair and neutral state and
its actual functioning.

In effect, the deployment of restrictive and
repressive policies of immigration has been ac-
companied by the development of an admin-
istrative apparatus at the borders and within
the territory to control immigration and hunt
down the undocumented, to adjudicate the
refugee status and guard the detained aliens.
This street-level bureaucracy (Lipsky 1980) is
not an impersonal machine mechanically re-
jecting immigrants; it is composed of men and
women who routinely generate decisions affect-
ing the lives of others (Gilboy 1991). The state
thus delegates the dirty work of selecting the
good immigrants from the bad ones to local
bureaucrats who sometimes experience moral
dilemmas between their obligations as civil ser-
vants implementing a policy (Spire 2008) and
their emotions when confronted with tragic sit-
uations (Graham 2002). But officers in charge
of immigration control and naturalization pro-
cedures are not passively obeying orders; they
are also moral agents evaluating the politics to
which they contribute (Heyman 2000). In spite
of its marginality—or maybe because of it—
immigration has therefore become one of the
most crucial sites where democratic states are
put to the test.

DETENTION AND
DEPORTATION

Not only does the control of immigration in-
volve bureaucracies, but it also supposes tech-
nologies for the surveillance of the borders and
the territory and for the detention and deporta-
tion of illegal aliens (Pratt 2005). The surveil-
lance and identification system has become in-
creasingly sophisticated, from paper documents
to biometric systems (Crettiez & Piazza 2006).
It includes the points of entrance onto the ter-
ritory, particularly airports, but its extension
follows a dual movement on both sides of the
physical border, which has been well described
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in the case of the European Union. On the
one hand, it concerns populations of settled mi-
grants whose legal and residential situations are
entered into international electronic databases
(Broeders 2007). On the other, it involves con-
sulate or embassy officials who practice a form
of policing at a distance led by ministries of for-
eign affairs acting as home affairs and are viewed
as a first line of defense against unwanted im-
migration (Bigo & Guild 2005). Although this
surveillance apparatus seems purely technical
and coldly impersonal, it produces its toll of ca-
sualties. As it has been analyzed for the United
States (Cornelius 2001) as well as for Europe
(Spijkerboer 2007), the human cost of border
control has been particularly high in terms of
fatalities as well as violations of human rights.
The production of illegality and the ar-
rest of tens of thousands of undocumented
obviously pose problems of confinement in
Western countries. Although immigrants may
crowd the regular carceral system, states have
also developed specific detention facilities for
them to avoid proximity with criminals and to
facilitate their deportation (Welch 2002). Dur-
ing the twentieth century, camps have repre-
sented the exemplary form of internment of
presumably dangerous others, leading Agam-
ben (1998) to controversially assert that “today
it is not the city but rather the camp that is
the fundamental biopolitical paradigm of the
West.” Although detention centers were used
by the Spanish Army in Cuba in the 1870s and
by the United States in the Philippines in 1901,
the term “concentration camp” was first used
by the British during the Boer War from 1900
to 1902 to describe the massive internment of
Afrikaners, mostly women and children, and of
Africans, both captured during the “scorched
earth” military campaigns and kept in dire con-
ditions. In the following decades, concentration
camps were generalized as a means of deal-
ing with undesirable foreigners, including in
the United States with regard to the Japanese
during World War II (Hirabayashi 1999) or
more recently the Haitians at Krome (Nachman
1993). In France, for instance, between 1938
and 1946, approximately 600,000 persons were

confined in “concentration camps,” beginning
with the Spanish Republicans initially interned
as refugees and later turned into prisoners
(Peschanski 2002). “Regrouping camps” were
also used to confine insurgents during the Alge-
rian War in the 1950s and, after the 1962 Evian
Accords, “internment camps” served for harkis
who had fought with the French Army (Bernar-
dot 2008). Confusion therefore existed between
the imperatives of confinement and protection
in the politics of the camps until the recent San-
gatte Center, which from 1999 to 2002 hosted
immigrants en route to Britain (Courau 2007).
There is thus a long and ambiguous genealogy
of the internment of unwanted others, whether
enemies or aliens.

The network of detention structures has
considerably increased during recent decades
(Kobelinsky & Makaremi 2009). It includes
waiting zones in airports (Clochard et al. 2003)
and detention centers disseminated on the
territory (Richard & Fischer 2008), both of
which are sites of exception, where regimes of
police prevail over regimes of rights, although
some space is generally left to the rule of law
via the minimal presence of nongovernmen-
tal organizations. This exception, however,
generates difficulties for the states, because of
social mobilizations as well as legal constraints,
most notably in Europe, and has led to a
strategy consisting of the externalization
of border controls, euphemistically termed
“European Neighborhood Policies” (Boswell
2003). These programs include delegating
the regulation and repression of immigration
to non-European states (Valluy 2010), such
as Libya and Morocco (Belguendouz 2005),
where Sub-Saharan immigrants are confined in
formal and informal camps and prevented from
crossing the borders or the sea toward Europe
(Pian 2009). But whereas rich ethnographies
of Asian and African camps are available, in
Palestine (Peteet 2005) or Sudan (Abusharaf
2009) for instance, anthropological knowledge
of these new detention sites, at the doors of
Europe, remains limited.

By contrast, deportation studies have
mushroomed during the past decade, creating
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a subfield in the domain of the anthropology of
immigration (De Genova & Peutz 2010). The
expulsion of immigrants—whether they are
qualified as “illegal aliens” because of their lack
of documents or as “criminal aliens” because
of an offense they have committed, in both
cases independent of the length of their stay in
the receiving country—has become a powerful
sign of contemporary politics (Ellerman 2009).
Certainly, it should be recalled that there is a
long history of deportations, including during
World War II in Europe when Jews and
Roma were transported to Nazi extermination
camps, but also in the United States during its
entire construction as a nation, marked by the
removal of Native Americans and expulsion of
Chinese emigrants, among others (Kanstroom
2007). However, after half a century of in-
terruption, it is remarkable that this process
has recommenced, including in Israel where
100,000 “unauthorized migrant workers” were
recently deported (Willen 2010). Beyond the
apparently simple subtraction of an illegal
population in excess, as it is publicly depicted,
the meaning of such violent practices implying
roundups, hunting, arrests, expulsions, and
sometimes deaths has to be explored (Walters
2002). The politics of deportation must not
be judged primarily on its quantitative efficacy,
but on what it performs and, perhaps more
precisely, on the form of abjection it entails
(Nyers 2003). In France, for example, after the
election of Nicolas Sarkozy, the deportation
of illegal immigrants became a symbol of
the politics of the newly created Ministry
of Immigration and a spectacle offered to
the right and far-right constituency of the
President (Collectif 2009). Not only does the
signification of the removal concern the gov-
ernment that deports, but it can also be studied
on the side of the deported, as Peutz (2006)
did in the Somaliland with Somalis suspected
of criminal activities after 9/11 and expulsed
from the United States. From surveillance to
detention to deportation, the spectrum of re-
pressive activities is remarkably rich and dense.
Our understanding of the governmentality of
immigration would be incomplete, however, if
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we did not take into account the question of
asylum and the drifts of humanitarianism.

ASYLUM AND
HUMANITARIANISM

As Arendt (1951) clearly anticipated, refugees
have become a major issue of our time—a test
for the nation-states as well as for human rights,
as she notes in the last chapter of her study
of imperialism. Somewhat less lucidly if we
consider the recent evolution, Marrus (1985)
predicted at the end of his classical history of
this question that “what is extraordinary is the
apparent end of a European refugee problem
which has bedeviled political leaders since the
First World War.” Indeed, two decades later,
a book was published with the title Rejecting
Refugees (Bohmer & Shuman 2008). The ques-
tion is, therefore, in the interval, what has hap-
pened to the ethics and politics of asylum in lib-
eral democracy? (Gibney 2004). In other words,
what is left of the specificity of the status of
refugee in an age of control of immigration?
Only a quarter of a century after the rat-
ification of the 1951 Geneva Convention by
the United Nations, the proportion of asylum
seekers granted refugee status began a rapid de-
cline to reach noticeably low levels: In France,
for instance, this proportion fell from 95% in
1976 to 6% in 2006 at the Office of Protection
of Refugees and Stateless. This evolution has
been interpreted by public authorities to be not
the result of a more suspicious politics of asy-
lum, but the consequence of the augmentation
of so-called bogus refugees. However, the dis-
credit of asylum seekers as individuals signifies
the delegitimization of asylum as an institution.
Mistrusting refugees implies doubting interna-
tional protection (Daniel & Knudsen 1995). An
indication of this trend is the normalization of
the imprisonment of refugees at their entrance
onto U.S. territory when they do not appear
“clearly and beyond a doubt entitled to land,”
thus signifying the assimilation of their condi-
tion to that of criminals (Simon 1998). Sim-
ilar trends have been described in Europe as
well as on other continents (Hughes & Liebaut
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1998). Thus, instead of the protection for which
they strive, asylum seekers are increasingly
the objects of repression all over the world,
as repeated abuses and killings of refugees in
Morocco, Egypt, or China, among others, have
been reported in recent years.

As a result of the suspicion asylum seekers
arouse, more evidence is expected from them,
as their credibility tends to diminish (Sweeney
2009). Rather than relying on the story related
by the applicant, which is viewed all the more
suspect as the multiplication of cases heard in
court induces a sense of repetition of stereo-
typed narratives, the advice of experts is fre-
quently requested, including sometimes that
of anthropologists (Good 2007). Significantly,
the certificate produced by a physician or a
psychologist affirming the existence of physi-
cal or psychic traces of persecution becomes
a crucial document in the application (Fassin
& d’Halluin 2005). The paradox, however, is
that as asylum is disqualified both quantita-
tively and qualitatively, states develop increas-
ingly sophisticated instruments to scrutinize the
“truth” of the applicants who, in the great ma-
jority of cases, will be rejected and end up added
to the pool of illegal aliens after they have ex-
hausted every possible appeal. They will thus
confirm empirically the increasing convergence
of the politics of immigration and of asylum, in
spite of the official affirmation to the contrary.

Parallel to this decline in asylum, immi-
grants have also been increasingly submitted to
discretionary forms of “humanitarian reason”
(Fassin 2011). This has been established most
clearly in the French context, wherein a law
was voted into effect in the late 1990s autho-
rizing the issue of residence permits to illegal
aliens suffering from serious medical condition
and not able to receive treatment in their home
country (Ticktin 2006). As a result of the in-
troduction of this criterion, a growing number
of immigrants have been granted documents on
the basis of a health problem, therefore defin-
ing a new condition of the diseased immigrant
and, more generally, creating a remarkable con-
fusion between repression of illegal aliens and
compassion for suffering others (Fassin 2005).

Such an extension of the domain of humani-
tarianism as a complement to policing and at
the expense of individual rights is not entirely
novel, as has been noted in the early years of
recognizing the status of refugees (Feldman
2007). However, in recent years, the invoca-
tion of moral sentiments has become common-
place in politics, and the deployment of pathos
in public affairs has led to new forms of action.
Undocumented immigrants on the verge of be-
ing deported often risk their lives via hunger
strikes (Siméant 2009) or self-mutilations
(Fischer 2010) as desperate signs of protest. As
is the case in critical situations, the body appears
to be the ultimate resource they can mobilize to
legitimize their social existence and obtain legal
recognition.

CONCLUSION

Immigration is a crucial issue in contemporary
societies as well as a major object of modern
governmentality. The considerable moral and
political investment in what remains a marginal
phenomenon in demographic terms calls for
an explanation. On the one hand, immigration
is related to the construction of borders and
boundaries, in other words, of sovereignty and
identity, whether the nation recognizes its debt
to immigrants, as the United States, or denies
it, as France. On the other hand, it is located
at the crux of what constitutes the three pillars
of governmentality, that is, economy, police,
and humanitarianism. The arrangement of
the immigrant question regarding these three
pillars has been changing dramatically over
recent decades, with policing becoming the
principal instrument to govern those who were
increasingly viewed as aliens. Remarkably,
however, the policiarization of immigration has
proceeded almost regardless of the changes of
political majorities, and the differences between
liberals and conservatives have not concerned
so much their adhesion to the international
repressive orientation as the demagogic utiliza-
tion of immigrants as scapegoats of the latter
contrasting with the more discrete exercise
of constraints by the former. Besides, this
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evolution is not exempt from complications
and contradictions, because of mobilizations
and resistances, or simply as a result of shifts
in the moral economies of democratic regimes,
opening new political subjectivities.

In this preoccupying and moving context,
the social sciences in general, and anthropology
in particular, have developed an important body
of multidisciplinary research to explore the ide-
ologies and technologies at work in the policing
of borders and the production of boundaries.
"This research has yielded innovative ethnogra-
phies of the state and has contributed to the
public debate. In many countries, the govern-
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mentality of immigration has become one of
the major sites of encounter between the aca-
demic field and the political sphere, thus high-
lighting the role of anthropology as critique.
Noticeably, most studies have been conducted
in the Western world, leaving the question
of the policing of borders and the production
of boundaries in Latin America, Africa, Asia,
and Oceania relatively unexamined. Consider-
ing the importance and, in several cases, the ur-
gency of this problematic, its exploration would
definitely enrich our understanding of both spe-
cific national configurations and the global gov-
ernmentality of frontiers.
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