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14.	 Humanitarian border policing
Polly Pallister-Wilkins

INTRODUCTION

Humanitarian border policing concerns the policing of borders through processes of life saving 
rescue and the provision of basic care giving undertaken by state and transnational authorities 
such as the European Union’s Borders and Coastguard Agency, Frontex. Humanitarian border 
policing draws on long traditions of humanitarianism as a tool of controlling populations in 
colonial contexts (Lester and Dussart, 2014), as a tool for governing at a distance (Redfield, 
2013), and ‘managing undesirables’ (Agier, 2011), while the specificities of humanitarian-
ism’s use in border policing contexts has been of growing scholarly and civic concern over 
the last fifteen years as the practice has grown. This growing interest follows changes in how 
borders are policed, the normative justifications for doing so, and most importantly the con-
tinuing consolidation of violent, racialised borders that uphold global inequalities (Achiume, 
2019; Axster et al., 2021; Lake and Reynolds, 2008; Landau, 2019; Pallister-Wilkins, 2022a; 
Toomey, 2022).

In short, humanitarian border policing is made possible by and responds to what William 
Walters terms ‘humanitarian borders’ (2011) where border crossing — for most of the world’s 
population denied access to safe and legal forms of transportation through visa regimes and 
carrier’s liability — has become a matter of life and death (see also Pallister-Wilkins, 2022a). 
Humanitarian border policing takes place where Chicana poet Gloria Anzaldúa says ‘the third 
world grates against the first world and bleeds’ (1987: 25). As such the geographies of human-
itarian border policing are dispersed, located in deadly borderlands both on land and at sea, 
in the Sonoran desert, the Timor Sea, the Mediterranean, the Alps, and in the carceral (island) 
spaces created to limit migrant mobility such as the EU’s hotspots (İşleyen, 2018; Mitchell 
and Sparke, 2020; Mountz, 2020; Pallister-Wilkins, 2020, 2022a&b; Papada et al., 2020) but 
also in policing headquarters where policies are formulated, actions legitimised, and norms 
constructed (Aas and Gundhus, 2015; Neal, 2009; Pallister-Wilkins, 2015; Perkowski, 2018). 
Humanitarian border policing is, therefore, both discursive and an everyday practice shaping 
border policing in particular ways as a liberal exercise in the control of mobile populations and 
territory through the enactment of care.

This chapter will introduce the reader to the scholarly debates on humanitarian border polic-
ing, while making clear that through the invocation of humanitarian logics and performances 
of rescue, border policing is able to extend its reach to previously unpoliced populations and 
spaces. It will highlight the politics of humanitarian border policing as a form of whitewashed 
liberal interventionism, discuss the various, at times seemingly counterintuitive and perverse 
practices that make up humanitarian border policing, and examine what types of borders 
humanitarian border policing works to (re)produce. As such, this chapter makes clear from the 
outset that humanitarian border policing while enacting normative commitments to life that 
are recognisable as humanitarian should not be understood as ‘good’ policing. Rather it argues 
humanitarian border policing should be considered as an aspect of border policing that both 
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Humanitarian border policing  221

responds to the violence of borders today and allows such violence to continue by treating its 
worst excesses.

HUMANITARIAN BORDER POLICING: A SCHOLARLY 
GENEALOGY

The norms and practices of humanitarian border policing have been examined by scholars 
working in and across border studies, political geography, critical security studies, law, and 
criminology. This work has touched on a range of humanitarian border policing’s norms, prac-
tices and effects to police those who are both at risk and a risk (Aradau, 2004; Pallister-Wilkins, 
2015). These norms and practices include the use of humanitarian rationalities around saving 
lives, relieving suffering, and upholding human dignity, the consolidation of Eurocentric, 
modernist liberal interventionism, the (re)production of heroic policing narratives, the increas-
ing possibility for intervention on land and at sea, the advancement of a minimalist politics 
of care that masks the wider politics of border violence, and the introduction of new actors, 
techniques, technologies, and spaces of control.

The presence of humanitarian norms in shaping border policing practices have been exam-
ined by several scholars. For instance, Katja Franko Aas and Helene Gundhus (2015) have 
traced the presence of humanitarian logics amongst Frontex officers, showing how holding 
and expressing humanitarian concerns signalled forms of socialisation and professionalisation 
within European liberal histories of humanism based on what Didier Fassin (2012) has called 
the ‘humanitarian reason’. Here borders must be policed but they must be done so humanely, 
in ways that save rather than take lives. As such, humanitarian border policing is a biopoliti-
cal security practice that according to Nina Perkowski (2018) both centres vulnerability and 
renders migrants vulnerable. Vulnerability here positions both people on the move and the 
states whose borders they cross as being at risk. People on the move are at risk from the irreg-
ularised forms of transportation they are forced to take, or smugglers they are forced to use by 
the global immobility regime that denies them access to safe and legal forms of transportation. 
States meanwhile are considered at risk from such irregularised mobility. This vulnerability in 
turn mobilises the need for humanitarian responses that aim to save lives and reduce suffering. 
These responses include search and rescue efforts at sea, or increased levels of surveillance at 
land borders with the perverse effect that these efforts, by increasing policing personnel and 
technology in border zones, strengthen borders making them harder to negotiate and increasing 
the vulnerability of people on the move in turn and producing an ouroboros of vulnerability.

Humanitarianism is ‘increasingly used to frame policy and operational practices attempt-
ing to standardise and institute “best practice” for border police.’ (Pallister-Wilkins, 2015: 
54). Here ‘humanitarianism does not usurp or replace existing trends within border security 
practices; instead, it forms a component within policing, developed over time to address the 
problems of population.’ (Ibid.) In addition, humanitarianism in border policing is, as Paolo 
Novak has argued, highly productive (2022). It facilitates an increase in interventions across 
a range of geographies through, as Adrian Little and Nick Vaughan-Williams make clear, 
‘a purportedly universal and therefore borderless logic of ‘saving lives.’ (2016: 1) Much of 
the work on humanitarian border policing has charted the multiplicity in this facilitation of 
intervention. For instance, Jill Williams has drawn attention to the ways the US Border Patrol 
realised in the early 2000s that care could be mobilised for the purposes of greater border 
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control. Here ‘rather than simply ignoring or dismissing deaths, what emerges in the early 
2000s is a much more complicated geopolitical discourse that reconciles border enforcement 
with transnational human rights by discursively linking migrant safety to greater border secu-
rity.’ (Williams, 2014: 31). The thinking works this way: ‘a secure border is a safe border, and 
a safe border saves lives.’ (Ibid.) Through mobilising the need to save lives of rescuing those 
deemed at risk the US Border Patrol extended their geographical reach well beyond earlier 
zones of intervention and legitimised stops based on assistance rather than apprehension (see 
also Pallister-Wilkins, 2022a: 62–70). A number of scholars have explored how similar forms 
of geographic expansion have taken place in the Mediterranean, where rescue as opposed 
to policing at sea has expanded zones of intervention into international waters (see Cuttitta, 
2017; Gabrielsen Jumbert, 2018; Pallister-Wilkins, 2017). Meaning the ‘need to save lives, 
inscribed into the everyday working practices of border and coastguard agents, has an impact 
on where the border actually is.’ (Pallister-Wilkins, 2022a: 62) Humanitarian border policing 
as a result facilitates a range of border externalisation efforts (Bialasiewicz, 2011) aimed in 
many instances at immobilisation (Watkins, 2017).

Alongside looking at how humanitarian life saving efforts expand the times and spaces of 
border policing, scholarly work has examined in detail the ways saving lives introduces new 
actors, practices, technologies, and professional expertise. These changes have been charac-
terised as an ‘intensification, diversification, and deepening’ of border policing through the 
inclusion of humanitarian concerns and operations (Pallister-Wilkins and Smeekes, 2021). 
Humanitarian concerns especially around search and rescue at sea has seen an increasing 
presence of military actors in border spaces and subsequent border control efforts aimed at 
a biopolitics of containment, blurring the line between civilian and military actions (see Garelli 
and Tazzioli, 2018). Other work has looked at how humanitarian concerns have been used 
politically to justify greater levels of surveillance of border spaces. For example, the EU’s 
EUROSUR system was lauded as being necessary and capable of stopping the tragedies of 
sinking boats in the Mediterranean. As Maria Gabrielsen Jumbert shows ‘the issue of boat 
migrants has been approached via different attempts to reinforce control of the EU’s external 
borders. Central in this regard has been the development and deployment of sophisticated 
surveillance technologies, to increase, in Frontex jargon, “situational awareness” at sea.’ 
(2018: 674) Meanwhile Rogier van Reekum (2016) has argued that humanitarian concerns in 
conjunction with increased situational awareness have collapsed what he calls the ‘firewall’ 
between rescue and border policing and blurred the lines between military actors and policing 
actors with historically different remits, e.g. the military/navy and the police/coastguard (see 
also Cuttitta, 2017; Tazzioli, 2016 on the role of the Italian Navy in Operation Mare Nostrum). 
Here rescues are made possible through the use of more traditional methods e.g. the use of 
maritime resources such as naval boats and newer surveillance that not only generates knowl-
edge about the need for rescues but also make the surveyor responsible for rescue. The combi-
nation of these practices and technologies he argues makes state policing actors ‘responseable’ 
to save lives (Reekum, 2016). Alongside the presence of naval personnel and surveillance 
technologies in the humanitarian border policing regime, technological fixes — like in many 
other areas of humanitarian intervention — abound from attempts to create a line of life saving 
buoys for deployment in the Mediterranean (see Keshavarz, 2020) to installing emergency 
help points in the Sonoran desert so that desperate migrants can call the Border Patrol in what 
I have called capture through rescue (Pallister-Wilkins, 2022a).
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Humanitarian border policing efforts have also contributed to the creation of the EU’s 
‘hotspot’ approach to managing what it sees as the challenges of ‘irregular migration.’ 
Hotspots as ‘one-stop interoperable shops’ (Pallister-Wilkins, 2020: 992) bring together 
humanitarian rationalities based on the provision of basic needs and border policing efforts 
based on apprehending, detaining, and identifying into one single space. Here practices and 
actors more traditionally associated with refugee camp management co-exist and work along-
side policing actors intent on guarding the borders of the EU through processes of registration 
and identification, denial and expulsion. The hotspots are also spaces that introduce new 
professional competencies into border policing. Alongside regular border police and humani-
tarian professionals, asylum service case workers, lawyers, social workers, psychiatrists, and 
psychologists all work to make decisions on the futures of migrants and as such engage in 
forms of humanitarian borderwork (Jones et al., 2017; Pallister-Wilkins, 2017, 2022a).

The intersection of new spaces and actors in border policing made possible through the 
enactment of humanitarian concerns and practices, is not only limited as we have seen to 
traditional border spaces. Humanitarian demands of rescue foster expansive geographies 
of intervention that draw on historical practices that we understand today as biosecurity, 
many of them developed and tested in the living laboratories of colonial regimes, whereby 
health and hygiene concerns (think tropical health) are mobilised for a range of interven-
tionist practices at the level of the population (see Lakoff and Collier, 2008; Tilley, 2011). 
For example, Bronte Alexander (2023) has recently shown in her work exploring what she 
terms the military-humanitarian governance of Venezuelan migrants in northern Brazil, how 
urban spaces and populations have been subjected to biopolitical forms of security control 
through processes of hygienisation. Here public health concerns, that draw on concerns for the 
well-being of the population in totality, are used to police migrant mobilities and presence in 
urban spaces expelling those considered ‘undesirable’ (Agier, 2011).

INTERDISCIPLINARITY AND HUMANITARIAN BORDER 
POLICING PRACTICES

As briefly discussed already, humanitarian border policing is an issue of empirical interest 
across several disciplines concerned with policing, border control, and humanitarianism. It is 
impossible to neatly compartmentalise this interest within disciplinary boundaries and much of 
the academic work is distinctly interdisciplinary in nature as a result, drawing on and speaking 
to debates across many fields. As a distinctly spatial practice that (re)produces borders, the 
study of humanitarian border policing requires familiarity with work in border studies and 
political geography. Here scholars draw on work on the multi-sited and multi-scalar nature of 
borders (Laine, 2016), the production of borders (Brambilla, 2015), and the forms of everyday, 
often mundane work of multiple actors in this production, what is often referred to as border-
work (Rumford, 2008) with humanitarian border policing being described as humanitarian 
borderwork (Jones et al., 2017; Pallister-Wilkins, 2017). As a form of policing the study of 
humanitarian border policing draws on work in criminology on the sociologies of policing 
(Loftus, 2015), and complementary/straddling work in critical security studies that has been 
particularly interested in policing as a security practice, where the border is seen as a spe-
cific site for the study of policing practices (Côté-Boucher et al., 2014; İşleyen, 2018), and 
ethnographies of policing (Fassin, 2013). As a form of humanitarian action, work on human-
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itarian border policing has drawn on work in critical humanitarian studies on humanitarian 
norms (Calhoun, 2008; Fassin, 2012); humanitarianism as a form of care and control (Agier, 
2011; Ticktin, 2011), as a biopolitical security practice (Redfield, 2013), and as a facilitator of 
experimentation (Scott-Smith, 2016).

While the above is not an exhaustive overview it points to the need for interdisciplinary 
engagement in the study of humanitarian border policing. It asks those interested in studying 
humanitarian border policing to read beyond disciplinary boundaries, to ask questions of nor-
mative, social, and political relevance, and to use a range of qualitative methodological tools 
including policy analysis, interviews, and participant observation, with a situated sensitivity 
to place, and a recognition of standpoint to uncover the variegated dynamics of humanitarian 
border policing as it relates to the specificities of space, place, and politics. With this in mind 
it must be made clear that a researcher’s identity and background, their gender, race, religion, 
sexuality, and class can and does impact on their ability to research humanitarian border 
policing in practice. Those racialised as white and assumed to be Christian or secular (i.e. not 
Muslim), may find it easier to navigate the racialised dynamics of the police, while women are 
often assumed to care more about migrant welfare and are seen as ‘safe’ by security actors due 
to an assumed gendered innocence (see Hoijtink, 2020).

Furthermore, as humanitarian border policing is a security practice scholars must deal with 
the methodological challenges of secrecy, access, and partiality when undertaking research 
(De Goede et al., 2020). Here access to professionals in headquarters is tightly restricted — 
and has become more so over time — often limited to officially stage managed PR visits and 
events such as Frontex’s annual European Day for Border Guards. Meanwhile as a spatial 
practice, access to observing operations in the field is tightly controlled, limited by remote, 
hard to reach maritime, desert or mountain geographies, heavily policed and militarised bor-
derlands such as those between Greece and Turkey, and closed camp spaces. I have been able 
to access such spaces over the last decade through a combination of temporal and personal 
serendipity (being in the right place at the right time and often with the right people), access 
to financial resources that have paid for field research including flights, hotels, 4x4 car rental, 
and a white cisgendered female body that makes moving through such spaces without being 
perceived as a security threat easier (see Pallister-Wilkins, 2022c). Put simply, researching the 
work of humanitarian border policing agents as a Black and/or Muslim man, without research 
funding, and an inability to drive would be very different. At the same time these limitations 
are also openings and point also to the lack of work on the experiences of those policed by 
humanitarian borders, their experiences of the controlling aspect of humanitarian border 
policing alongside the caring practices, with some notable exceptions such as Anja K Franck’s 
(2022) work on the humour and absurdity that such encounters generate amongst people on 
the move.

Continuing with some of the limitations in the existing body of scholarship, if the study 
of humanitarian border policing requires ontological and epistemological interdisciplinarity 
and reflexivity, and the existing research certainly suggests that it does, and considering my 
appeal for reflexivity above, most of the research up until now has firmly reproduced what we 
could call a Eurocentric gaze informed by methodological whiteness (see Bhambra, 2017). 
It has failed for the most part to consider work that has drawn attention to race, racism and 
racialisation in border control and policing, and their colonial histories. This is not to criticise 
the existing body of scholarship on humanitarian border policing that has provided us with 
many important insights into how care and control combine to govern migrant mobilities and 
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(re)produce state territoriality, instead it is to push for a greater consideration of abolitionist 
critiques, de/anticolonial approaches and work on racial capitalism that examines the inter-
sections of carcerality, race, and humanitarianism (see Axster et al., 2021; Brankamp 2022) 
and work that has explicitly addressed the racialised nature of contemporary mobility injus-
tice and its historical trajectory (see Pallister-Wilkins, 2022a) in our study of humanitarian 
border policing going forward. Because without such a consideration our knowledge remains 
ahistorical, unmoored from global violent geographies of policing and mobility injustice, and 
presents a view of policing, border policing, and humanitarianism (and all of them combined) 
as whitewashed, where the importance of race is erased and whiteness the assumed norm (see 
Howell and Richter-Montpetit, 2019). It is to these absences in making sense of humanitarian 
border policing that I turn my attention for the rest of the chapter with first a discussion of 
depoliticisation through appeals to universal humanity and rescue followed by a discussion of 
the maintenance of the global colour line and the coloniality of humanitarian border policing.

THE HUMAN SHIELD OF HUMANITARIAN BORDER POLICING

Humanitarian border policing is an exercise of power, through engaging in acts of rescue and 
through enacting and enforcing state sovereignty over territory and population. However, 
through engaging in acts of rescue premised on humanitarian logics it also works to depo-
liticise such power, exceptionalise border deaths as crises, and shroud the racist violence 
underpinning border injuries and deaths, producing the border police as heroic actors rather 
than enforcers of a brutal, racist regime of inequality. Furthermore, by claiming to be enacting 
humanitarian ideals based on the centrality and sanctity of human life humanitarian border 
policing consolidates a humanist ethics built around the centrality of the human as a universal 
figure and the equality of human suffering, flattening and erasing hierarchies of humanity and 
structural injustices of the historically constituted global mobility regime in the process (see 
Danewid, 2017).

In my research with European border police (see Pallister-Wilkins, 2015, 2022a), in the 
Warsaw HQ of Frontex, in the Netherlands, and at the external borders of the EU in Greece 
and Italy, the border police I have spoken to over the years repeatedly stress that they engage 
in regulated and limited acts of enforcement shaped by humanitarian considerations and tem-
pered by codes of conduct and the rule of law within a European liberal order that respects 
the universal right to life even while it prevents mobility. Many recognise that the work they 
do enforces inequalities of mobility but argue it is better to save lives within the confines of 
a carceral policing system that also engages in forms of capture and expulsion than to not 
save at all. What is often termed a lesser evil in humanitarianism (Weizman, 2011). However, 
constructing border policing in terms of law enforcement that references the lesser evil (see 
Arendt, 1973) depoliticises such work, suggesting a system incapable of change, and there-
fore, also one unmoored from political decision making and historical processes. By removing 
themselves from politics through discursive and operational appeals to be upholding the law, 
the border police re-enforce border control as a form of a necessary, and uncontested lesser 
evil. Furthermore, calling on the lesser evil and wider humanitarian approaches to saving 
lives shifts discussion of border control, and the violence that underpins and (re)produces it to 
a discussion about preventing harm alongside the swift restitution of normality while failing 
to acknowledge or address the political or structural foundations of that so-called normality. 
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A good example of this is Europe’s cooperation with Turkey that is aimed at saving lives 
in the Aegean by encouraging the Turkish Coastguard to prevent boat crossings, argued as 
necessary by its architects to not only save lives, but to maintain the regular functioning of 
European security (see Pallister-Wilkins, 2022: 85–88). Border deaths then are claimed to be 
an exception and not the normal outcome of a system designed to uphold the global colour line 
by denying people access to safe and legal forms of transportation.

Recent critical work on humanitarianism (Pallister-Wilkins, 2022d) and the mobilisation 
of humanitarian concerns in challenging border violence have pointed to the white innocence, 
defined by Gloria Wekker (2016) as the passionate denial of racism and colonial violence that 
coexist alongside aggressive racism and xenophobia, of both humanitarianism itself and its 
use in challenging border violence (Danewid, 2017; Pallister-Wilkins, 2022a). Understood as 
relieving the suffering of distant strangers and as a way of acting transnationally in the world 
based on the universal human subject and the sanctity and equality of human life, humanitari-
anism often masks as much as it illuminates. Through performing acts of goodness that elevate 
universal humanity the opportunity for critique is foreclosed, as Ilana Feldman and Miriam 
Ticktin argue:

a claim to speak on behalf of humanity stakes out a powerful position. It is one of the few categories 
that is meaningful across political, religious, and social divides. While people may disagree on the 
source of its power, almost everyone agrees that humanity should be considered sacred. As a univer-
sal subject, the claims of humanity should, it seems, be paramount — and to speak on its behalf should 
bring discussion to a close, permit action to begin, and enable lives to be saved (2010: 9).

As critical studies of humanitarianism have shown, it has a history intimately linked to 
colonialism, racial hierarchies, and whiteness (Pallister-Wilkins, 2021). Critical histories of 
humanitarianism have focused on relieving the suffering of those emancipated from slavery 
following abolition; caring for Indigenous communities facing the colonial violence of 
resource extraction, land expropriation, and expulsion; the privileging of white mobilities (of 
settlers, capitalists, colonial officials, and humanitarians); and the consolidation of racialised 
geographies between core and periphery (see Lester and Dussart, 2014; Pallister-Wilkins, 
2022a). Discussing these histories shows how humanitarianism does not run counter to what 
Ida Danewid calls the ‘white bourgeois order’ of racial capitalism but instead seeks to preserve 
it by treating its victims, limiting its worst excesses through care giving, and suggesting that 
harms are aberrations to the normal liberal order of things.

Considering this, humanitarianism, is then a way of framing issues as crises and addressing 
them as such. Deploying and acting through humanitarian logics becomes a particular way of 
doing politics that reframes deeply political issues such as deadly border controls as issues 
or problems that can be managed through policing that aims to save lives, relieve suffer-
ing, and uphold human dignity, based on a universal humanity that it is argued is anything 
but (Weheliye, 2014). Here we see the enactment of what William Walters (2008) calls an 
anti-politics, that is a politics built around the policing of bad things that suggests the excep-
tionality of these bad things and in so doing calls for immediate responses that do not allow 
for deliberation (see also Perkowski and Squire, 2018). In fact, under such a system, calls for 
deliberation are often accused of endangering life and within the exceptional space of policing 
‘bad things’ only certain crisis responses can be considered and enacted (Pallister-Wilkins, 
2017). In the case of border deaths these responses are limited to saving lives while policing 
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mobility while the construction of border deaths as exceptional in nature works to legitimise 
humanitarian border policing as both the necessary and only possible response.

Therefore, the role of the human figure at the heart of humanitarian border policing plays an 
important role, in justifying and shaping interventions at the border. However, the human also 
works in other ways. Following the work of the ground-breaking Black feminist and decolo-
nial scholar Sylvia Wynter (2003), recent work on humanitarianism’s role in liberal politics 
has argued that the human subject at the heart of humanitarianism’s claims to universality is 
a racialised figure rooted in colonial histories of violence and genocide and the production of 
racial hierarchies (Danewid, 2017; Pallister-Wilkins, 2022d). Here the universal human is not 
universal at all but instead a universalisation of the exception, a universalisation of homo eco-
nomicus or white bourgeois man. Thus, humanitarian claims, or claims to be acting on behalf 
of humanity are attempts to stake out powerful subject positions as Feldman and Ticktin make 
clear (2010: 9). They enact as Danewid argues ‘an ethics grounded in universal suffering as the 
best way of counteracting contemporary forms of violence and injustice’ (2017: 1678). This 
universal conceit at the centre of humanitarian norms and justifications for intervention can 
instead be read as ‘moves to innocence’ (Tuck and Yang, 2012) that elide deep historical ine-
qualities and injustices around race, racism, and colonial violence (Pallister-Wilkins, 2022c) 
while the universal human is used as a human shield to mask and sidestep the ongoing violent 
realities of racial capitalism and its state territorialisation in the present.

THE COLONIALITY OF HUMANITARIAN BORDER POLICING

Alice Hills suggests that ‘one of the foundational principles of police studies’ is that ‘police 
must be seen within the context of the society that permits their operation’ (2009: 302). 
Therefore, what type of society permits the operation of humanitarian border policing? This 
next section explores this question, looking at how humanitarian border policing operates 
within a liberal order of coloniality, that engages in acts of violence to preserve a liberal racial 
capitalist order (see Danewid, 2022; Howell and Richter-Montpetit, 2019) through controlling 
mobility through acts of care designed to keep people alive but unequal (Pallister-Wilkins, 
2022a). Here a focus on humanitarianism in the past is important for understanding humani-
tarianism in the present (see Barnett, 2011; Baughan, 2021), on understanding its role in struc-
turing the limits of violence, as an agent of violence itself and its historical imbrication with 
policing over time. A focus on colonial humanitarianism shines a light on humanitarianism as 
a tool of liberalism built on a universal humanist ethics through which, what WEB Du Bois 
(1920) has termed, whiteness works in the world (see Pallister-Wilkins, 2021).

Following the work of Aníbal Quijano, Sylvia Tamale suggests ‘coloniality refers to 
long-standing patterns of power that emerged from European colonialism, including knowl-
edge production and the establishment of social orders’ (2020: xiii) that continue into the 
present and include the policing of mobility and territory and humanitarianism’s role within 
such. As Sabrina Axster and Ida Danewid argue modern ‘forms of policing, incarceration, 
bordering, and surveillance are rooted in a set of geographically interlinked colonial and racial 
capitalist histories, from the enclosures in Europe to the (settler) colonies and slave planta-
tions’ (Axtser et al., 2022: 417). Here they stress the need to link what are too often considered 
domestic forms of state violence to their global-colonial origins in what Aime Césaire has 
called ‘imperial laboratories of governance’ (2000). Drawing on the colonial boomerang thesis 
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Asher Goldstein and Lauren Wilcox argue that ‘domestic policing and overseas colonial wars, 
counterinsurgencies, and occupations have been conceptually and practically linked from their 
inception until today’ (Axster et al., 2021: 418). Furthermore, Wilcox has recently pointed out 
how ‘methodological nationalism in the study of policing and border controls and the erasure 
of colonial histories have facilitated a sanitised view of modern policing practices.’ (Axster et 
al., 2021: 421) In drawing attention to this Wilcox refers to recent discussions over the mili-
tarisation of the police that have been extended to include the militarisation of border control 
(see Garelli and Tazzioli, 2018). We can also see how such methodological nationalism, san-
itisation and in the case of much of the literature on humanitarian border policing a particular 
ahistorical Eurocentrism, posits humanitarianism’s invocation and entwinement in border 
policing (militarised or not) as a new phenomenon. However, humanitarianism has a long con-
stitutive history with the governing of mobilities and the policing of undesirable populations.

In her recent work Mimi Sheller has shown us how ‘mobility is deeply informed by colonial 
histories of coerced mobility, labour exploitation, sexual economies of bodily abuse, and the 
violent movement of white settler-colonialism’ (2018: 47) within which as Ann Laura Stoler 
has made clear histories of ‘policing imperial borderlands’ are intertwined (2016: 108). Work 
across a number of academic disciplines have called attention to the myriad ways in which 
colonialism came to shape unequal regimes of mobility, through the movement and exploita-
tion of racialised migrant labour (see Mongia, 2018; Sharma, 2020). Marilyn Lake and Henry 
Reynolds (2008) have worked across colonial archives to highlight how what WEB Du Bois 
called the ‘colour line’ came to be globally produced through the aforementioned colonial 
histories, later immigration restrictions, various citizenship acts (see El-Enany, 2019) and 
border controls. Lake and Reynolds make clear that following the First World War, during 
the birth of an institutionalised international liberal order that replaced imperialism, forms 
of racial discrimination were replaced with discrimination on the basis of nationality that 
we see governing the global mobility regime today. The use of (post)colonial nationality as 
the vector of discrimination invisiblised the latter’s colonial racist origins through the use of 
supposedly race-neutral bureaucratic language that strips such categories of their racist and 
colonial histories. As David Theo Goldberg has argued race has been made to disappear in 
discussions around mobility and migration. But ‘in disappearing, race reappears under other, 
less recognisable terms of reference. Migration is thought to have no racial dimension today 
because the terms of recognition, of identification, of reference themselves have been made 
to disappear.’ But he goes on, migrants’ ‘raciality becomes enigmatically self-evident in its 
non-referentiality.’ (2017: 113).

In a recent study comparing present-day border policing in historical context, Martin 
Lemberg-Pedersen shows how historical border controls instituted by the US and Europe 
responded to fears surrounding the 1791 Haitian revolution that saw the creation of a free Haiti 
and stoked fears of further Black revolution. As Lemberg-Pedersen says, media and politics at 
the time were dominated by discussions of Haitian subversives ‘contagious with revolutionary 
knowledge’ giving ‘rise to the further upscaling and securitisation of Western naval patrols in 
the Caribbean’. One outcome of which was the Negro Seaman’s Acts of 1822 and 1844 that 
led to the incarceration of Black sailors on board their vessels during the ship’s stay in port and 
Black sailors threatened with corporal punishment if they disembarked (Lemberg-Pedersen, 
2019: 15). The (im)mobility of enslaved and later emancipated peoples was not only a concern 
in plantation economies but also as we have seen in white settler colonies where alongside 
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racialised regimes of labour mobility, Indigenous mobilities were seen as undermining 
attempts to dominate territory for white exploitation.

‘Foundational to settler colonialism are both the potential and actual capacities of settlers 
to roam as autonomous sovereign subjects around the world and across the territories they 
claim as their own — and conversely to circumscribe and control the mobilities of Indigenous 
peoples, to immobilise the former sovereign owners of those territories.’ (Clarsen, 2015: 42) 
Various attempts at immobilisation were enacted not only through corporeal and carceral 
forms of violence but also through invoking and enacting forms of care. Trade unions in white 
settler colonies, in attempts to restrict the arrival of cheaper non-white labour that threatened 
the wages and jobs of white settlers, drew on humanitarian concerns for the welfare of this 
exploited non-white labour. In South Africa concerns were raised over what was termed 
‘Chinese slavery’ in the mining industry by trade unionists and abolitionists, while in the US 
questions over racial capitalism and labour competition were avoided, as Inés Valdez argues, 
‘through humanitarianism rather than condemnation of the racial regime of exploitation’ 
(Valdez, 2021: 924). Henry Reynolds, as well as charting the transnational production of 
the global colour line, has shown how the protection of colonised Indigenous peoples from 
the violence of white settlers during land expropriation and expulsions led to the creation of 
Native Police forces in what became Australia and ushered in new long-range policing prac-
tices designed to govern at a distance. These not only sought to save Indigenous Aborigines 
amid growing metropolitan concern for their well-being — that Lester and Dussart (2014) 
argue form an important part of humanitarianism’s history — but had the additional effect of 
re-enforcing and expanding British colonial control over the ‘Terra Nullius’ of Indigenous 
Australian land. There are countless other instances where humanitarian sentiments and prac-
tices have been enacted for the policing of ‘undesirables’ and their mobility, from the Bruny 
and Flinder’s Island settlements off the coast of modern-day Tasmania, where Aboriginal 
populations at risk of slaughter by violent white settlers were ‘exiled’ and ‘held’ for their pro-
tection and survival by British colonial officials tasked with their welfare, to the humanitarian 
legitimation of British concentration camps during the Second Boer War, to the creation of 
‘protective villages’ during the Malay Insurgency (Khalili, 2012).

Returning to the present, the coloniality of humanitarian border policing works in two 
main ways. Firstly, it relies on practices developed over time through colonial attempts at 
care and control. In these imperial laboratories, policing techniques for governing undesirable 
populations and their mobility were developed that incorporated emerging modernist humani-
tarian sentiments ensuring the biopolitical necessary conditions for life were met. Here it was 
recognised, simply, that humanitarian sentiments and practices did not run counter to desires 
to police, but in fact strengthened policing efforts, just as the US Border Patrol centuries later 
returned to the same idea (Williams, 2014). Some of the techniques that were developed 
include many we see today in contemporary humanitarian border policing. These include the 
use of confinement in camp spaces, the use of mobile patrols on land and sea, and the reliance 
on forms of registration and identification in asserting and capturing migrants under a sover-
eign gaze. Secondly, the coloniality of humanitarian border policing in the present ensures 
the continuation and consolidation of territorial sovereign borders, the maintenance of the 
global colour line, and the racialised mobility hierarchies these produce by allowing for the 
mobility of those (predominantly white) from the Global North while preventing the mobility 
of (predominantly People of Colour) from the Global South — what Henk van Houtum (2010) 
has called global apartheid — while, importantly, making sure to keep people alive but not 
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equal. The coloniality of humanitarian border policing in the present therefore allows for both 
the continuation of racialised global hierarchies of geography and mobility through border 
policing practices that maintain such a spatial order, and the continuation of normative com-
mitments to humanitarianism within European liberal modernity. As I have argued elsewhere 
humanitarian border policing practices engage in a ‘will-to-care present in modern liberal pol-
itics and the modern state with its focus on the security of populations and put care to work in 
the most efficient and effective way for processes of control.’ (Pallister-Wilkins, 2020: 1004).

CONCLUSION

This chapter has introduced the reader to the key debates and arguments concerning human-
itarian border policing, showing how it uses humanitarian concerns for life, to extend the 
capacities of border to police to secure territories and control populations through acts of care. 
It has highlighted some of the methodological challenges of studying humanitarian border 
policing paying particular attention to issues of standpoint and identity. Alongside this it has 
identified key gaps in the existing work on humanitarian border policing arguing that this work 
is unintentionally Eurocentric and based on a methodological whiteness. In addressing these 
gaps, the chapter has interrogated humanitarian border policing from abolitionist work, work 
on racial capitalism and work on the histories of colonialism. In so doing, it has shown how 
humanitarian border policing mobilises life-saving efforts as a shield for the border violence it 
(re)produces, reifying a racialised universal humanitarian subject in the process and is a form 
of coloniality maintaining racialised global inequalities of immobility through continuing 
colonial practices of policing undesirable populations through care practices and geographies 
of difference into the present.
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