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CHAPTER 11

Rethinking immigration  
policymaking theories350

ABSTRACT

This chapter returns to the theoretical ambitions of this thesis to move beyond binary 
world (di)visions in immigration policy research, and to tease out the similarities in 
policymaking across the ‘Western/non-Western’ and ‘democratic/autocratic’ divides, 
as well as to specify the boundaries of the ‘regime effect’. To do so, I bring the empiri-
cal insights gained from the Moroccan and Tunisian cases into dialogue with exist-
ing theories of immigration policymaking in ‘Western liberal democracies’ reviewed 
in Chapter 2, as well as with emerging empirical research on immigration policy 
across the globe. This exercise shows that the theoretical toolbox developed to anal-
yse immigration policymaking ‘Western liberal democracies’ travels across political 
regimes to a certain extent; and that, vice-versa, novel empirical insights can improve 
and complement this toolbox. 

To advance theory-building, I suggest a three-fold typology of immigration 
policymaking dynamics. I distinguish (1) ‘generic’ policy processes that are at play 
regardless of the political regime or policy area, because they emerge out of the very 
essence of policymaking in modern states; (2) ‘issue-specific’ policy processes that 
are inherently linked to what immigration does to state sovereignty and interest align-
ment, but are present across different regime types; and (3) ‘regime-specific’ policy 
processes that are prone to a ‘regime effect’. I thus develop both hypotheses for more 
general immigration policy theories, as well as hypotheses specific to certain politi-
cal regimes. In particular, I argue for expanding the applicability of national iden-
tity approaches, bureaucratic politics and globalization theories, while restricting the 
scope conditions of the ‘regime effect’ to domestic politics and the role of courts. 
I hope hereby to stimulate more systematic comparative research on each of these 
hypotheses, as well as more comprehensive theory-building on the difference and 
similarities of immigration policymaking across political regimes. 

350 This chapter draws heavily upon an initial analysis of my fieldwork material published in Natter (2018b), 
but offers a more comprehensive and comparative take on the theoretical insights of my thesis. 
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1  GENERIC POLICY PROCESSES

As developed in Chapter 2, social science research tends to focus on the differences 
between states in terms of political regimes, institutional capacities, or state-society 
relations, often disregarding fundamental commonalities in the nature of modern 
statehood along the way (Tilly 1992). Yet, states around the world are structured in 
strikingly similar ways: they are organized around ministries with distinct portfolios; 
separate executive, legislative, and judicial institutions (even if only on paper); and 
a bureaucratic apparatus that links central decision-makers and local implementers. 
Despite wide variations in how states work on the ground, I suggest that the follow-
ing four policymaking dynamics are at play regardless of the issue at stake and the 
political regime type: (1) the fragmentation of state institutions and interests; (2) the 
gap between policy discourses, policies on paper, and policy implementation; (3) the 
leverage of individuals making up institutions, organizations or associations engaged 
in policymaking; and (4) the role of specific events in reshuffling priorities and coali-
tions of actors involved in policymaking. Acknowledging these commonalities across 
political systems and policy fields is, I believe, a first necessary step towards achieving 
a more general theorization of policymaking.

1.1  THE INTERNAL FRAGMENTATION OF THE STATE
First of all, as the cases of Morocco and Tunisia have shown, the state is not a unitary, 
coherent actor, but consists of fragmented institutions that pursue different, poten-
tially contradicting goals. Although executive powers usually have higher decision-
making leverage in autocracies compared to liberal democracies, where the insti-
tutional separation of powers creates an in-built need for compromise, autocratic 
policymaking is often wrongly assumed to be so centralized as to not leave any room 
for contestation, negotiation, and lobbying. In Thailand, for instance, the military 
government enacted a law in 2017 that sought to increase state control over irreg-
ular employment. However, because of the autonomous activities and interests of 
the police, it eventually led to (unwanted) large-scale departures and deportations of 
migrant workers (Bylander and Reid 2017; Vigneswaran 2018). Even in Saudi Arabia, 
immigration policy is subject to power politics among princes and different parts of 
the state (Thiollet 2018). Regardless of the political regime in place, more than one 
actor is involved in developing, taking, or implementing policy decisions, and each 
actor is faced with a range of policy options that cater to different economic, political, 
or societal interests. As Castles (2004a: 865) writes, “political systems are complex 
and contradictory in themselves […] even less democratic receiving states find that 
migration control comes up against competing interests.”

Furthermore, non-democratic regimes also need to sustain their institutional 
stability and the legitimacy of their decisions (Brooker 2014; Bueno de Mesquita 
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et al. 2003). They too have to reconcile interests within and outside the state appa-
ratus, negotiate decisions with economic and political actors, and garner political 
support for their decisions. As the historical analysis of labour migration policy in 
Kuwait between 1959 and 1985 showed (Russell 1989), the shifting power relations 
between social groups explain why the ruling family adopted different policies over 
time. Legitimizing policies in front of a ‘public’ – be it a democratic citizenry, the 
international community, patronage networks, or specific interests groups – is thus 
key in all political regimes. As this thesis and other research on a wide range of coun-
tries – from the Americas (Calavita 1992; FitzGerald and Cook-Martín 2014) to Africa 
(Milner 2006) and Asia (Liu and Van Dongen 2016) – has shown, looking inside the 
state and its various components is key to understanding policymaking across the 
entire spectrum of political regimes.351

1.2  GAPS BETWEEN DISCOURSE, POLICY ON PAPER AND 
IMPLEMENTATION

Alongside the internal fragmentation of state interest, policymaking is always char-
acterized by gaps between policy discourses, policies on paper, and policy imple-
mentation (Czaika and de Haas 2013). This has been widely documented for ‘West-
ern liberal democracies’ (Boswell 2007b; Duyvendak and Scholten 2012; Eule 2014; 
Infantino 2010; Joppke 1998b), but there is no reason to restrict this insight to those 
countries, as this thesis and other research across the globe has shown. Enacted poli-
cies are often watered-down versions of originally stated policy intentions because 
they have to reconcile different interests or accept the reality of limited administrative 
resources. In Morocco, for instance, the political promise of including regularized 
migrants in the national health insurance has not been fulfilled so far because of insti-
tutional resistances. And in Japan and South Korea, governments have maintained the 
official discourse of closed-door immigration policy, while responding to business 
interests by filling needs for migrant labour through ‘side doors’ such as temporary 
worker schemes or trainee programmes since the 1990s (Chung 2010). 

Also, policies developed in central institutions will inevitably be reinterpreted 
by local actors in the course of their implementation. As Bakewell (2015) has shown 
in the case of Zambian refugee policy, national regulations were subverted by local 
actors to match realities on the ground, based on personal interpretations and local 
conventions: Although against national laws, local authorities in the Zambian-Ango-
lan border area have handed out Zambian national identity cards to Angolan refugees 

351 This corroborates the conclusion of Moustafa and Ginsburg (2008: 12) regarding the timing of judicial 
empowerment across political regimes: “The presence of two competing groups with different views of policy 
facilitates the empowerment of the judiciary in democracies. Similarly, many of the dilemmas that prompt 
authoritarian regimes to empower courts are intensified by disaggregation within the regime. […] When we 
expand the focus from a simple electoral model to a broader one of state fragmentation, authoritarian and 
democratic regimes may not be as dissimilar as first appears.”
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and their children. Similar dynamics have been at play in Mexico, where attempts by 
the central government to control emigration have been systematically undermined 
by municipal authorities because of their distinct local political interests, systematic 
corruption, and “bureaucratic balkanization” (FitzGerald 2006: 260). Likewise in 
China, immigration controls are enforced in highly diverse ways across the coun-
try: partly because vague national laws increase the leeway for interpretation among 
local authorities; partly because the police, in charge of immigration enforcement, is 
funded by local governments and thus follows their political priorities (Haugen 2015).

 
1.3  THE ROLE OF INDIVIDUAL PERSONALITIES
A third dynamic that is at play in policymaking regardless of the regime in place 
or the policy issue at stake is the role of individuals. To quote one of my Tunisian 
respondents, “institutions are people” (T17-I23) – be they politicians, bureaucrats, 
or civil society activists. Although institutional identities and organizational cultures 
can strongly shape the behaviour of its members, the leverage of individuals in poli-
cymaking is crucial: For Kingdon (2003: 180), “one can nearly always pinpoint a 
particular person, or at most a few persons, who were central in moving a subject up 
on the agenda.” 

Against the ideal-type of a ‘neutral’ administration (see Weber 1922) then, it is 
often so-called political entrepreneurs or claims-makers (Becker 1963) within and 
outside the political system who personally invest themselves on a policy issue and 
play a key role in framing policy issues, developing policy options, and ultimately 
triggering policy change. The same is true for implementation stage, as the leverage 
of individuals is crucial in shaping how certain policy decisions are translated on the 
ground (see in particular the literature on street-level bureaucrats: Eule 2014; Infan-
tino 2010; Lipsky 1980; Sabatier 1986). As one Moroccan respondent highlighted 
when prompted on the readiness of institutions to implement the royal agenda: “It 
depends on the affinity of the people who accept or not to take charge of the subject” 
(M16-I15).

1.4  THE ROLE OF CRISES AS WINDOWS OF OPPORTUNITY
Lastly, the distinction operated by Grindle and Thomas (1991) between ‘politics-as-
usual’ and ‘moments of crisis’ is central for any analysis of policymaking, as “crisis 
allows the state to take on more autonomy from societal actors and […] to consider 
larger issues such as ‘the national interest’” (Grindle and Thomas 1991: 73). Indeed, 
crises can create a ‘window of opportunity’ (Kingdon 2003: 174) for new issues to 
be set on the agenda, new actors to enter the political field, and new policy ideas to 
be heard. In both Morocco and Tunisia, crisis has reshuffled inter-actor dynamics on 
immigration: The 2005 Ceuta and Melilla incidents allowed civil society and interna-
tional actors to challenge the monopoly of the Moroccan state on immigrants – and 
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Tunisia’s revolution and experience with the Choucha refugee camp have opened up 
space for civil society activism and propelled the immigration issue into the centre 
of socio-political debates. A similar dynamic is observed in Iran, where the 1979 
revolution triggered new migration patterns – large-scale emigration of the military, 
of religious minorities, and of people associated with the Shah’s regime, as well as 
immigration from neighbouring Afghanistan after its occupation by the Soviet Union 
– that reshuffled the constellation of interests around migration (Moghadam 2018). 
More generally, crises such as ‘9/11’ in the US or the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ in Europe 
have become keywords to signal a moment that shifted political actors’ priorities and 
discourses.

2  ISSUE-SPECIFIC IMMIGRATION POLICY PROCESSES

Alongside these generic dynamics characterizing policymaking across regime types 
and policy domains, my empirical analysis also suggests that the following four policy 
dynamics are inherently linked to questions of state sovereignty and interest align-
ment raised by immigration, and thus at play regardless of the political system in 
place. These are: (1) the legacy of state formation trajectories and national identity 
conceptions; (2) inter-institutional dynamics; (3) liberal norm constraints; and (4) 
foreign policy considerations.

2.1  NATIONAL IDENTITY: THE LEGACY OF STATE FORMATION AND 
NATION-BUILDING

First of all, as this thesis and research ranging from Germany and France (Brubaker 
1992) to the United States of America (Zolberg 2006), and from Saudi Arabia (Thiollet 
2010; 2015) to India and China (van Dongen 2017) has shown, the national identity 
approach is highly valuable when it comes to analysing the origins and drivers of 
immigration policy across political regimes.

Indeed, immigration policies emerge out of a country’s specific state formation 
history and national political identity. On the one hand, states have actively mobi-
lized immigration policies for nation-building. Throughout the 19th and 20th centu-
ries, newly created states sought to ‘homogenize’ their populations through expelling 
minorities or encouraging ethnic immigration. The ‘population exchanges’ between 
Greece and Turkey in 1923 or between India and Pakistan after 1947 are cases in 
point (de Haas, Natter and Vezzoli 2018). More recently, Hungary, Japan and India 
have developed policies to stimulate immigration from co-ethnics in neighbouring 
countries or descendants of emigrants worldwide (Cantat 2018; Chung 2010; Naujoks 
2013). 

Moreover, immigration is generally welcomed if it fits into the regime’s politi-
cal ideology. In Morocco, the 2013 reform provided an unparalleled opportunity to 
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showcase the liberal character and African belonging of the Moroccan state. Similarly, 
the decision by Iranian revolutionary leaders to grant residence permits to Afghan 
refugees in 1979 was framed as part of their religious ideology that emphasized the 
importance of the Ummah and of Islamic fraternity (Moghadam 2018). Also, India 
actively welcomed immigration of religious minorities (such as Christians, Hindus, 
or Sikh) from Pakistan and Bangladesh as a counterweight to Muslim immigration 
(Naujoks 2018). Most recently, conservatively ruled countries in Latin America are 
particularly eager to cast Venezuelan migrants as political refugees fleeing a left-
wing government rather than as economic migrants. Chile has even created a ‘Visa of 
Democratic Responsibility’ for Venezuelans (Freier 2018). 

On the other hand, how states have historically consolidated power over their 
populations and dealt with ethnic or religious diversity shapes the repertoire of actions 
that authorities will tap into when developing immigration policies. In Morocco, the 
2013 reform was a strategic move to appease domestic criticism of migrants’ rights 
violations, echoing the co-optation strategy the state has successfully used in the past 
to integrate leftist, Islamist, or Amazigh critics. In China, policies to control inter-
nal (rural to urban) migration, such as the ‘hukou’ registration system, have been 
readapted to deal with international immigration (Haugen 2015; Van Dongen 2018). 
And in South Africa, the repertoires of action with which the state has enforced racial 
segregation throughout the 20th century crucially inform current immigration control 
techniques (Klotz 2012; 2015). In particular, the institutional apparatus responsible 
for enforcing segregation among Black and White citizens in the past has been redi-
rected in recent years to police immigration (Vigneswaran 2018).

2.2  INSTITUTIONALISM: STATE INTEREST AND BUREAUCRATIC POLITICS
Alongside the national identity approach, the second theoretical framework that is 
relevant to investigate immigration policymaking across political systems is institution-
alism, and in particular the role of state interest and bureaucratic politics approaches. 

The state interest approach highlights the importance of securing social stability 
and regime legitimation through immigration policy (Boswell 2007b). As I have shown, 
this is not only relevant for democratically elected governments but also for autocratic 
leaders: Immigration policy in Morocco contributed to fostering the power of the 
monarchy both at home and abroad. Similarly, immigration policy in Saudi Arabia is 
part of the regime’s counter-revolutionary strategy to secure its legitimation and stabil-
ity, alongside labour and welfare policy (Thiollet 2018). In China, Malaysia and Singa-
pore, the state’s interest and involvement in economic development is the primary 
driver of immigration policy (Garcés-Mascareñas 2012; Pillai 1999; Van Dongen 2018; 
Yeoh and Lin 2012). And across Africa and the Middle East, migration governance is a 
key tool to assert control over territory and population and therefore state sovereignty 
and stability (Norman 2018; Tsourapas 2019; Vigneswaran and Quirk 2015).
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Bureaucratic politics approaches zoom into the state administration and empha-
size the extent to which institutional identities and worldviews shape approaches to 
immigration (Calavita 1992; Guiraudon 2003; Joppke 1998b). As my research has 
shown, institutional interests are determined by the intrinsic questions that immigration 
poses to each specific actor, rather than by the broader political structures within which 
these actors operate. For example, Ministries of Interior across the world are likely to 
follow a security-driven agenda, privileging an approach that maximizes control over 
human mobility; whereas Ministries of Foreign Affairs will be tempted to use migra-
tion as a diplomatic tool – ready to sacrifice policy coherence over time if required by 
circumstances; and Ministries of Health will be more sympathetic to opening services 
to foreigners given the imperative of securing public health. In the words of one of 
my respondents: “There is this dual policy in Morocco – security approach and rights 
approach – as everywhere else, in France, the United States, Italy […]. A state is made 
like that!” (M17-I9). As a result of these institutional identities, actor-specific attitudes 
to immigration might be more similar across countries than within a particular country.

These diverging visions on immigration within the administrative apparatus can 
initiate turf wars or lead to inter-institutional policy incoherencies that characterize 
immigration policymaking worldwide (Castles 2004a; de Haas, Natter and Vezzoli 
2018; Guiraudon 2003; Naujoks 2018; Vigneswaran 2018). Indeed, institutions 
always seek to protect and expand their own fields of power and pursue their own 
sectoral interests. Therefore, internal bureaucratic dynamics are key for understanding 
the why and how of policy change and policy continuity regardless of the political 
system in place.

2.3  INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS: NORM ADHERENCE
The mainstream immigration policy literature has also argued that liberal democ-
racies are constrained in their policymaking by international human rights norms 
(Sassen 1996a) and by a dominant liberal ideology that seeks to protect individual 
rights (Hollifield 1992b). Hollifield has adapted John Ruggie’s work on ‘embedded 
liberalism’ to migration and argued that the dominant norm in today’s world order 
– liberalism – has created “rights expressed in the form of constitutional norms and 
principles [that] act to constrain the power and autonomy of states both in their treat-
ment of individual migrants and in their relations to other states” (Hollifield 1992b: 
577). My research suggests that these constraints affect all states regardless of their 
political regime.352 Autocratic regimes are not immune to the pressure exerted by 

352 In fact, in his initial formulation of the embedded liberalism hypothesis, Hollifield (1992b: 578) suggests 
its relevance to less liberal contexts: “Respect for human (and civil) rights can compel liberal states (and some 
that are not so liberal […]) to exercise caution in dealing with migrants.” He continues: “The liberal argument 
is relevant for other regions of the world such as the Middle East or South Asia. […]. Likewise the policies of 
nonliberal states are constrained by liberal norms and principles, expressed in the ‘court of world opinion’ and 
international conventions” (Hollifield 1992b: 583). The subsequent development of Hollifields’ embedded 
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international norms, as they too seek economic and political cooperation with global 
and regional powers to secure international legitimacy for their rule at home (Cassa-
rino 2014; Escribà-Folch and Wright 2015; Risse, Ropp and Sikkink 1999). 

However, international norms do not impact national policymaking directly: 
they need to be brought into the national context by actors who mobilize them to 
bolster their negotiation position during the policymaking process. I suggest that the 
mechanisms through which international norms constrain immigration policy depend 
on two factors: the strength of national judicial and civil society actors, which is 
subject to a ‘regime effect’ (see Sections 3.1 and 3.2); as well as the regime’s vulner-
ability to international shaming, which is particularly powerful for states who seek to 
broadcast a modern, progressive image regardless of the reality on the ground and the 
political regime in place. 

As a result, countries with a strong civil society and an independent judiciary 
are more likely exposed to direct norm adherence through the enforcement of inter-
national human rights standards and conventions by courts. In countries that seek to 
portray themselves as progressive on the international scene, liberal norm adherence 
might play out more indirectly, through symbolic politics. Morocco is a case in point, 
as one main goal of the 2013 reform has been to react to civil society and international 
criticism of migrant rights’ violations and to pursue a ‘geopolitical rebordering’ by 
casting Morocco as a welcoming migrant destination and thus part of the ‘developed 
world’. This insight dovetails with the work of FitzGerald and Cook-Martín (2014: 21) 
who state that “one of the purposes of immigration and emigration policies is to make 
a country appear more modern and civilized. Migration policies are dramaturgical 
acts aimed at national and world audiences.”

2.4  FOREIGN POLICY INTERESTS: MIGRANT RENTIERISM IN A THREE-
LEVEL GAME?

Lastly, I argue that theorizations on the role of foreign policy considerations in immigra-
tion policymaking (Boswell 2003; Mitchell 1989; Teitelbaum 1984) and on immigra-
tion as a diplomatic tool (Brand 2002; Cassarino 2014; White 2001; Wunderlich 2010) 
travel across political regime types, but vary depending on a country’s position in global 
migration systems. While destination countries in Europe and North America are said to 
elaborate their immigration policies in the context of a “two-level game” (Putnam 1988), 
I hypothesize that countries that simultaneously politicize immigration and emigration, 
such as Morocco and Tunisia – but also Iran, Ecuador, Mexico, Turkey, or Ukraine – are 
exposed to a more complex ‘three-level game’ in which diplomatic interests towards 
origin and destination states compete in addition to those on the domestic scene. 

liberalism in the migration literature, however, has limited his theoretical insights largely to the ‘Western 
liberal-democratic’ sphere.
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The three-level game has two consequences for the role of foreign policy in 
immigration policymaking: First, one can expect foreign policy considerations to influ-
ence immigration politics more strongly compared to domestic concerns, because of 
the need to simultaneously satisfy origin and destination country interests. The weight 
of foreign policy drivers is thus related to a country’s position in the global migration 
chain, and to the level of immigration and emigration politicization. 

Second, I expect that within the context of a three-level game, states are willing 
to accommodate immigration in two scenarios: (1) from countries that are economi-
cally or politically more powerful and from which they fear retaliation, as is the case 
for European immigration to the Maghreb or Libyan immigration to Tunisia; (2) or 
from countries with low immigration rates that can easily be instrumentalized in 
diplomatic relations according to their own interest, as is the case with small-scale 
sub-Saharan African immigration to Morocco. These dynamics can also account for 
the variation in immigration policies across different migrant categories.

In these three-level games, immigration is turned into foreign policy ‘capital’ 
that can be activated on a variable scale depending on the diplomatic vis-à-vis in 
question. As others have argued, countries such as Morocco and Tunisia are ‘migrant 
rentier states’ (Bensaâd 2005; Brachet, Choplin and Pliez 2011; Tyszler 2015).353 Like 
oil-based rentier states, these countries can capitalize on the “spectre of irregular 
migration” (T17-I22) and the presence of migrants on their territory to boost their 
“migration diplomacy” (Adamson and Tsourapas 2018; Thiollet 2011). Their function 
as country of origin, destination, and transit strengthens the link between migration 
and foreign policy and transforms immigration into a diplomatic tool, at least on a 
discursive, symbolic level.354 Similar dynamics have been analysed in the context of 
Libya (Paoletti 2011; Tsourapas 2017), US-Mexican migration (Kimball 2007), or refu-
gee migration to Jordan, Turkey and Lebanon (Tsourapas 2019). 

But migration is not only used as a blackmailing strategy. States can also exer-
cise their ‘rentier state capacity’ through a policy linkage mechanism that Arrighi and 
Bauböck (2017: 631) have called the ‘demonstration effect’. Put simply, countries can 
enact liberal immigration and integration policies to strengthen their emigration advo-
cacy in diaspora host countries. This is the case for Morocco – but research on Brazil, 
Argentina, and Ecuador (Acosta Arcarazo and Freier 2015), as well as South Korea 
(Mosler and Pedroza 2016) also identified such a demonstration effect as a driver of 

353 Bensaâd (2005) has been one of the first to introduce this idea. He highlights that North African states 
use their strategic geographical position at the intersection between Europe and Africa as a ‘geographical rent’ 
in their diplomatic relations. He writes: “Maghreb states, after having refused to talk about this topic, now 
highlight the strong presence of migrants on their territory, as well as their proximity with Europe, out of a desire 
to assert migration as a ‘geographical rent’” (Bensaâd 2005: 24). The concept of the migrant rentier state takes 
this idea one step further, detaching it from geography and linking it more intimately to foreign policy strategies.
354 Using immigration as a foreign policy tool is most powerful at the level of discourses – irrespective of 
what happens on the ground. Indeed, discussions about ‘migration diplomacy’ generally overestimate the 
extent to which states can actually control (limit or spur) migration in the face of structural migration drivers. 
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liberal immigration policies. These demonstrative motives are particularly successful 
drivers of liberal immigration policies when the number of immigrants is small, or 
when the liberalization of entry rules does not spill over into a general liberalization 
of immigration and integration.

3  REGIME-SPECIFIC IMMIGRATION POLICY PROCESSES

In addition to generic policy processes and those that are intrinsic to immigration 
as a policy field, I suggest that the following three policy dynamics are prone to a 
‘regime effect’, as they rely on essential features of political systems: (1) the weight of 
legal actors; (2) the role of domestic actors central in democratic theory, namely the 
electorate and political parties; (3) as well as the involvement of the two main clients 
of immigration policy, civil society and employers. Because of these regime-specific 
dynamics, and based on the Moroccan case as well as other literature, I develop the 
‘illiberal paradox’ hypothesis. The ‘illiberal paradox’ seeks to capture the fact that 
autocratic regimes have more leverage than democracies to follow economic or 
diplomatic priorities and to enact liberal immigration policies because of their rela-
tive freedom from potentially restrictive societal demands.

3.1  THE LEGAL DOMAIN: NATIONAL COURTS, JUDGES, AND LAWYERS
First of all – and this is probably the most evident claim – the role of legal actors 
such as lawyers and judges in safeguarding and expanding migrant’s rights is prone 
to a ‘regime effect’. Courts can hardly act as reliable brakes for immigration restric-
tions in regimes with a weak (or absent) rule of law. As Kemp and Kfir (2016) meticu-
lously detail in the case of Singapore, juridical institutions are not seen as an arena 
for advancing migrants’ rights given that CSOs cannot access courts in the first place. 
Thus, (semi-)autocratic contexts are generally less prone to courts-based expansions 
of migrants’ rights, because allowing migrant entry does not necessarily lead to spill-
overs on migrants’ rights, as has been the case with family reunification or political 
rights for migrants in liberal democracies (Joppke 1998b). 

More generally, the prevalence of executive politics on immigration, whereby 
immigration regulations are enacted through governmental orders or dominated by 
discretionary policy practices, makes legal claims-making more difficult. This is true 
across political regimes, as this thesis and research on a wide range of countries such 
as India, Israel, Turkey or Singapore suggests (Kemp and Kfir 2016; Naujoks 2018; 
Norman 2018): In the absence of laws that can provide a basis for legal claims-
making, the power of legal actors to protect migrants’ rights is necessarily reduced.355 

355 The prevalence of executive politics, as well as the level of maturity and institutionalization of 
immigration policy also informs path dependency dynamics: When immigration is little regulated in law, the 
weight of path dependency is expected to be relatively low. This offers more flexibility to enact fundamental 
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However, this does not suggest disregarding the role of legal actors in more 
autocratic contexts. As the Moroccan case study has shown, there is legal action on 
migration, even if its influence remains scattered and limited. Wider research on the 
role of courts in non-democracies also suggests taking the (partial) independence 
of legal actors seriously (Moustafa and Ginsburg 2008; Solomon 2007). Courts not 
only contribute to regime legitimation and social control: they can also leverage their 
(limited) institutional autonomy to become islands of resistance and key partners 
for domestic and international political activists, as well as to enforce policy reform 
or safeguard rights, as long as they do not jeopardize the regimes’ core strategies 
for maintaining political control. In Taiwan for example, political opposition to the 
Kuomintang regime was piloted from within the alternative bar association and activ-
ist lawyers representing political prisons were pivotal in challenging the legitimacy of 
the regime (Ginsburg 2007). Thus, although there is clearly a ‘regime effect’ at play 
that shapes the margin of manoeuvre of courts to safeguard migrants’ rights, research-
ing the types of issues and the mechanisms through which legal actors challenge a 
country’s immigration regime is likely to provide insightful clues into broader political 
regime dynamics.

3.2  DOMESTIC POLITICS: THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES AND PUBLIC 
OPINION

A second, key area of immigration policymaking that is affected by political regime 
dynamics is domestic politics. Indeed, given the fundamentally different role of 
mass media, the electorate, and political parties in autocracies, the domestic politics 
approach is not – at first sight – as easily applicable as in democracies. 

In mainstream immigration policy theory, electoral considerations and party 
politics are central drivers (Akkerman 2012; Alonso and da Fonseca 2011; Bale 2008; 
Triadafilopoulos and Zaslove 2006). Although positions on immigration do not neatly 
cut across the left–right spectrum and the link between the party in power and the 
restrictiveness of immigration policies has been questioned (de Haas and Natter 
2015; Givens and Luedtke 2005), political parties are important actors when it comes 
to understanding politicization and agenda setting dynamics (Davis 2012; Perlmutter 
1996). In Tunisia, democratization put the electorate and political parties at the heart 
of political processes: MPs are perceived as central policymaking actors and have 
become a target for civil society lobbying. The imperative to secure the democratic 
transition, however, has fostered a cross-partisan elite consensus to depoliticize immi-
gration. In addition, the volatility of the post-revolutionary party system has hindered 
the emergence of stable political cleavages along which positions on immigration 

policy shifts or to design policies from scratch, compared to a densely regulated policy field with established 
administrative traditions. 
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could form. As the literature on democratic consolidation and party politics suggests, 
this is a matter of time: In Eastern and Southern European countries, it took more than 
a decade for party systems to stabilize (Bielasiak 2002; Pridham 1990; Tavits 2005). 
Ultimately, it remains to be seen whether identity or economic cleavages will struc-
ture party positions on immigration in Tunisia in the future and how such potential 
partisan polarization will shape immigration policy outcomes. 

In Morocco, the King has depolarized positions on immigration, as parties across 
the political spectrum highlight their adherence to the migration reform, which is cast 
as a ‘national endeavour’. In addition, given the weakness of parties in Moroccan 
policymaking, citizens invest their political energy rather into civil society associa-
tions (see Section 3.3). While this suggests that autocratic decision-makers have more 
leverage to enact top-down immigration policies compared to their democratic coun-
terparts, this does not mean that they are independent from public opinion. Correa’s 
‘competitive authoritarian’ regime in Ecuador provides a telling illustration: In June 
2008, Ecuador revamped its visa policy by removing visa requirements for all nation-
alities in the world – yet only a few months later, visa restrictions were reintroduced 
for a specific set of nationalities in the face of popular opposition (Acosta Arcarazo 
and Freier 2015; Freier 2013). Even the prototype of autocratic immigration policy-
making, Saudi Arabia, faces increased popular opposition to its large-scale immigra-
tion programmes: In 2011, to prevent potential social unrest among the country’s 
unemployed youth, the Saudi government not only increased the distribution of oil 
rent to the population, but also enacted a series of restrictive measures towards immi-
grants, including highly symbolic measures such as mass deportations (Thiollet 2015). 

When immigration is not subject to societal polarization or party competi-
tion, authorities can more easily pursue an immigration policy in accordance with 
their foreign policy interests. In the long term, however, migration inevitably creates 
new social dynamics and a likely politicization of immigration in the public sphere 
– regardless of the regime in place – that risks jeopardizing policymaking ‘behind 
closed doors’. The question is, therefore, not whether but rather how long immigra-
tion can remain unpoliticized.

3.3  THE CLIENTS OF IMMIGRATION POLICY: CIVIL SOCIETY AND 
EMPLOYERS

As Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003) have argued, authoritarian governments rely for 
their legitimation not on an electorate, i.e. on public support materialized in electoral 
victories and parliamentary majorities, but on a ‘selectorate’ such as international 
supporters or co-opted segments of the population (Brooker 2014). The main ques-
tions should therefore be: Who is the ‘selectorate’? Who are the clients of a country’s 
immigration policy? Among the ‘clients’ highlighted by research on liberal democra-
cies are interest groups such as labour unions and business lobbies, as well as CSOs. 
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As this section shows, dynamics involving those actors display a ‘regime effect’. 
However, this does not imply that they do not play any role in immigration policy-
making, but that their functions and strategies of action are different.

Against baseline expectations, previous research has shown the power of civil 
society to ‘frame’ policy choices in autocratic settings (Castles 2004a; Grindle and 
Thomas 1991; Horowitz 1989; Natter 2014b; Russell 1989). Comparing civil society 
mobilization on migrant rights in Israel and Singapore, Kemp and Kfir (2016) argue 
that while the channels used to influence state actors differ across political regimes, 
CSOs’ advocacy strategies, as well as the power relations between state actors and 
activists are strikingly similar. This corroborates the insights gained in this thesis that 
internal civil society dynamics and advocacy strategies are strikingly comparable 
across Morocco and Tunisia. 

However, as the Moroccan case has exemplified, the influence of CSOs in 
autocracies might be either more indirect or stronger than in democratic systems. On 
the one hand, local CSOs often mobilize international support in their efforts to influ-
ence autocratic policy processes. In this scenario of an international advocacy loop 
(see Keck and Sikkink 1998), foreign civil society, media, or governments strengthen 
the influence of domestic civil society on national policy processes by simultaneously 
challenging the legitimation of the regime at home and abroad. The Moroccan case 
has exemplified this dynamic, but similar developments have been observed by Hujo 
and Piper (2007: 23) in Asia, where migrant workers and trade unions have started to 
form transnational advocacy networks to defend migrants’ rights across borders. 

On the other hand, CSOs might play an even larger role in some autocracies, 
precisely because formal institutions and established political parties do not effec-
tively channel popular demands into policy processes. Morocco is again a good 
example, as CSOs have partly replaced political parties as societal interlocutors for 
state actors. As a result, certain CSOs benefit from direct access to key players within 
state institutions, such as the director of the CNDH or royal advisors, and others have 
become privileged partners for authorities to implement the immigration reform. As 
one respondent highlighted: “Sometimes the intervention of civil society at the high-
est level of the state is enough to change things. This is where the centrality of monar-
chical power in Morocco sometimes has an advantage” (M17-I9). While this might 
allow CSOs to better channel their demands into the political system, it also exposes 
them to a greater risk of being co-opted by state authorities.356 A similar dynamic is 
visible in autocratic Singapore, where civil society has been successful in enshrining 
legal protections for domestic workers because these tied in with larger state interests 
(Yeoh and Lin 2012). Also in Iran, pressure by religious NGOs eventually succeeded 

356 As Hibou (2005b: 85) highlights however, co-optation dynamics are not specific to autocratic regimes, 
as NGOs in liberal democracies are also often receivers of governmental funding or sub-contracting. 
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when a decree by Ayatollah Khamenei, the supreme leader of the revolution, allowed 
the half million irregular Afghan children to register in Iranian schools for free in May 
2015 (Christensen 2016; Moghadam 2018).

The role of business interests in immigration policymaking across political 
regimes is less clear. First of all, the size of the informal labour market can partly 
explain the low mobilization of economic actors in many countries – and this applies 
regardless of the political regime in place – as it reduces the incentives for employ-
ers to mobilize for legal immigration given that they can tap into the informal labour 
market. Second, as I have suggested, the imbrication of political and economic elites 
in many autocracies directly integrates employers’ interests into the state, lowering 
the need for active lobbying. This is particularly relevant for autocracies that are based 
on power arrangements between ruling and merchant families, or rentier states where 
markets have been conceptualized as an “appendix to the state”, as Hertog (2013: 
175) writes in the case of Gulf economies. 

These insights on business interests in fact dovetail with those of the literature on 
liberal democracies: Also there, the role of economic lobbies in immigration politics 
is not clear-cut, because businesses often have less homogeneous interests on immi-
gration than is generally assumed (Peters 2017) and because their margin of manoeu-
vre in policymaking is shaped by state features other than levels of democracy or 
autocracy, such as the extent of federalism, corporatism or a country’s economic 
structure. As Ellermann (2013) has shown, even in two otherwise comparable cases 
such as Germany and Switzerland, the impact of business interests on immigration 
policy substantially differs.

Overall, the conclusions on the role of civil society and employers suggest that 
Freeman’s client politics approach is relevant to understand policymaking processes 
across political systems, even if the clients differ. In particular, my research suggests 
that autocracies have more flexibility to ‘choose’ which clients they want to cater 
to through their immigration policies – diplomatic partners, patronage networks, the 
country’s economic elite, or the general public. 

3.4  THE ‘ILLIBERAL PARADOX’ HYPOTHESIS357

Based on these regime-specific immigration policy dynamics, I suggest the ‘illiberal 
paradox’ hypothesis.358 In the early 1990s, Hollifield (1992a) introduced the ‘liberal 
paradox’ to capture the contradictory drivers liberal democracies are confronted 
to when elaborating their immigration policies. He posited that while the domi-
nant ideology of liberalism pushes states to globalize their (labour) markets and to 

357 This section draws heavily upon a recent working paper developing the illiberal paradox hypothesis, it 
summarizes its main argument but does not reproduce the quantitative and qualitative analysis underlying it 
(Natter 2018a).
358 In my thesis, the illiberal paradox refers to immigration policymaking. Other researchers are currently 
developing the idea of an illiberal paradox in relation to autocracies’ emigration policies (see Tsourapas 2018).
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enshrine international human rights into national legislation, providing the ground 
for open immigration policy changes; the political logic of liberal-democratic nation-
states dominated by electoral objectives and national identity claims is one of closure 
and immigration restrictions. In this conceptualization, pro-immigration reforms are 
attributed to business interests or to the limits imposed on national policymaking by 
human rights norms; while anti-immigration reforms are attributed to the democratic 
dynamics of elections, party politics, and public opinion. 

As I have argued, countries across the democracy-autocracy spectrum are bound 
in similar ways by global dynamics of economic liberalism and human rights narra-
tives that drive immigration openness (see Sections 2.3 and 2.4). However, autoc-
racies are less bound by democratic nation-state logics such as elections that drive 
immigration restrictions, or by legal constraints inherent to countries with a strong 
rule of law (see Sections 3.1 and 3.2). Thus, autocratic leaders have a stronger capac-
ity to break institutional path dependency: Although they too have to forge compro-
mises between different institutional actors and to reconcile diverging interests, the 
centralized decision-making increases the executive’s leverage to enact rapid and 
fundamental policy shifts. It follows that compared to consolidated liberal democra-
cies, autocracies can more easily enact open immigration policy reforms if it fits their 
broader economic agenda, foreign policy priorities, or domestic political goals. This 
is what I call the ‘illiberal paradox’. I do not suggest that autocracies do enact more 
open policies than democracies. There are numerous examples where autocracies 
have drastically restricted immigration and violated immigrants’ rights. Instead, I seek 
to conceptualize the dynamics underlying the fact that autocracies can open their 
immigration regimes more easily than democracies if they wish so. 

Incipient empirical research on immigration policies in autocracies around the 
world offers preliminary evidence for this ‘illiberal paradox’. Mexico’s open discourse 
on racial equality at the end of the 19th century, for instance, was only possible 
because authorities were independent of anti-immigrant and racist sentiments within 
the population, allowing them to pursue broader diplomatic goals (FitzGerald and 
Cook-Martín 2014). Authoritarian regimes in Asia, the Middle East and Africa, such as 
Libya (Paoletti 2011; Tsourapas 2017), the Gulf countries (Fargues 2013; Russell 1989; 
Thiollet 2016), Kazakhstan (Laruelle 2008), or Morocco (Alioua, Ferrié and Reifeld 
2018; Cherti and Collyer 2015; Natter 2015a; 2018b; Norman 2016a), have also 
enacted open immigration policies based on their economic and foreign policy inter-
ests. Similarly, Guinea has pursued an open refugee policy since 2003 to increase its 
diplomatic leverage “because the nature of the Guinean state […] gives the President 
a monopoly on power and the ability to pursue policies objectives in the absence of 
any meaningful political opposition” (Milner 2006: 210-211). These instances show 
that autocratic policymaking decreases the weight of legal or institutional path depen-
dency dynamics, and allows state actors to privilege strategic and foreign policy inter-
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ests over domestic demands. One of my Moroccan respondents brought this to the 
point: “The King has the freedom to do certain things, he does not work in a four-year 
logic, he thinks about how to keep the country together in the long term” (M17-I4).

However, there are three main limitations to this illiberal paradox. First, permis-
sive immigration reforms might not always be followed through in practice. As 
we have seen, welcoming immigration discourses might first and foremost fulfil a 
symbolic role towards a specific (often international) audience. This reminds of the 
‘tough talk’ of politicians in democracies who wish to please their electorate with 
restrictive discourses and policy announcements, while not following through on 
them in practice (de Haas, Natter and Vezzoli 2018). 

Second, while autocracies are less bound by legal constraints than democracies 
and can more rapidly open up their immigration regimes if they wish to do so, this 
also increases the vulnerability of liberal reforms to sudden restrictive backlashes. 
As a consequence, immigration policy often fluctuates between progress and back-
lashes depending on particular strategic state interests. In Libya, for instance, Gaddafi 
reversed his open borders policy in the early 2000s when geopolitical and economic 
circumstances changed, ordering massive expulsions of migrant workers. And in Thai-
land, immigration policy over the past decades has switched back and forth between 
large-scale regularization programmes and violent crackdowns on irregular migrant 
labour from Cambodia, Myanmar and Laos (Bylander and Reid 2017; Pracha 2010). 
Morocco’s current strategic welcoming policy is thus not guaranteed in the long term 
– as royal priorities might change in the future. 

Third, immigration rights and integration rights do not automatically go hand in 
hand. As Ruhs (2013) has argued, there is a trade-off between the numbers and rights of 
low-skilled workers – a choice states have to make between allowing high immigration 
and restricting integration rights, or limiting immigration and offering integration rights. 
Research on the Gulf and ‘wealthy autocracies’ shows that these countries allow large-
scale immigration precisely because their illiberal legal systems can limit policy open-
ness to migrants’ entry and thus avoid an expansion of migrants’ social and political 
rights (Breunig, Cao and Luedtke 2012; Mirilovic 2010; Ruhs 2013; Shin 2017). Also, 
research on developing countries suggest that these grant integration rights to migrants 
and refugees more easily when the number of migrants concerned is low (such as 
in Morocco) or when social welfare benefits are limited in the first place (such as in 
Uganda, see Watera et al. (2017)). As a consequence, the ‘illiberal paradox’ hypothesis 
might be particularly relevant for countries in which the magnitude of immigration is 
low or when liberal entry rights are not automatically coupled to socio-economic rights 
and therefore do not spill over into a general liberalization of the immigration regime. 
Under these circumstances, liberalizing immigration becomes particularly attractive.

The empirical material analysed in this thesis and the growing literature on 
immigration policies around the world therefore ultimately suggest that the distinctive 
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characteristic of autocratic policymaking is their increased leeway to enact funda-
mental immigration policy reforms and the broader range of policy options they have 
at their disposal when devising immigration policies – towards both more openness 
or more restrictiveness.

4  CONCLUSION: TOWARDS MORE GENERAL IMMIGRATION 
POLICY THEORY

This chapter teased out the theoretical insights of the thesis and started rethinking 
immigration policy theories beyond ‘Western liberal democracies’ with two ambi-
tions in mind: First, I sought to acknowledge the fundamental similarities in immi-
gration policymaking across political systems, and to move beyond the essentializ-
ing democracy-autocracy dichotomy whenever relevant. My research suggests that 
political regimes play a role in immigration politics, but that this role is limited to 
certain aspects or actors in the policymaking process that I attempted to specify in my 
three-fold typology. Second, I advocate theoretical pluralism and argue in line with 
Timmermans and Tavory (2012: 169) that “if we wish to foster theory construction we 
must be neither theoretical atheists nor avowed monotheists, but informed theoretical 
agnostics.” In practice, this meant that I approached existing immigration policy theo-
ries not as mutually exclusive explanations, but wanted to highlight their complemen-
tarities and critically evaluate them through novel empirical material.

To advance immigration policymaking theories, I specified which policy 
processes are subject to a ‘regime effect’ (and how this effect plays out), and which 
policy processes travel across political regimes and political geographies. A look back 
at Table 3 in Chapter 2 – where I categorized theorizations of immigration policymak-
ing along the factors of analysis considered (ideas, interests, or institutions) and the 
level of analysis adopted (society, the state, or the international arena) – is helpful in 
this regard. 

My thesis suggests that the ‘regime effect’ kicks in mostly for theories that locate 
the origin of immigration policy within society. This is the case for classical political 
economy approaches such as Marxism or domestic politics approaches that analyse 
societal actors’ interests to determine which problems are set on the agenda and how 
decisions are taken. This does not mean that political parties or civil society have 
no role to play in more autocratic policymaking processes, but their role is likely to 
differ. In particular, while not blindly applicable to more autocratic regimes, Free-
man’s client politics approach invites a reflection on the role of the ‘selectorate’ in 
autocratic regimes and a discussion about who the ‘clients’ of these countries’ immi-
gration policies are. 

Theories that look at the interaction between the international and domestic 
political spheres seem to travel across regime types: Globalization theories highlight-



288

ing how international norms and institutions shape national immigration policymak-
ing are equally relevant for democratic and autocratic states, although their influence 
might work differently. Also, world systems approaches or dependency theories are 
useful tools to understand immigration politics worldwide. In fact, they have (often 
implicitly) dominated explanations of migration policymaking in countries such as 
Morocco and Tunisia because of the assumption that policy is mainly initiated from 
outside. As I have shown, this is only partly true, as external pressures materialize in 
domestic policy change primarily when aligned with domestic actors’ interests. More 
generally, the dynamics highlighted by such approaches – namely that immigration 
policies reflect the interests of geopolitically dominant states – are independent of 
political regime dynamics and are rather related to countries’ positions in the global 
power hierarchy. 

Theorizations of policy processes that focus on dynamics within the state are 
also relevant for a wide variety of polities. The national identity approach emphasizing 
how immigration policies tie into a country’s particular national history and identity is 
relevant for any country in the world, independent of its political regime or geography. 
Also state interest approaches – looking at how the state pursues broader goals such 
as regime legitimation, economic development, or the maintenance of social peace 
through immigration policy – are relevant across polities. Immigration policy is always 
made with regard to the legitimation and stability of the regime both internally and 
externally. While I expect external legitimation to be more important for autocracies 
and internal legitimation to prevail in democracies, this is a question of degree, as no 
regime can survive without both internal and external support. Finally, bureaucratic 
politics approaches that put institutional actors, their interests, conflicts, and bargain-
ing centre stage do not seem subject to a ‘regime effect’. Although inter-institutional 
dynamics are less in the spotlight in closed political systems, they are equally impor-
tant for understanding immigration policymaking. The only state actor that seems 
substantially affected by the absence of democracy and rule of law are courts. 

These insights suggest that the theoretical toolbox for analysing immigration 
policymaking does not as fundamentally differ across political regimes as is often 
assumed. However, as theoretical frameworks only become alive in conjunction 
with empirical observations, more empirical research is needed to further refine 
the hypotheses developed in this chapter and to advance theories on the interplay 
between domestic socio-economic actors, foreign policy interests, inter-institutional 
dynamics, and international norms in immigration policymaking. This would impor-
tantly contribute to the primary goal of immigration policy theory, which is not to 
provide predictive models of immigration policy change across time and space, but to 
identify recurring dynamics under specific constellations of factors.




