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Chapter 5

MAKING POPULATIONS FOR
DEPORTATION. Bodies, Bureaucracy and
Belonging
5.1

Introduction

The Deportation Unit is one of several bureaucratic offices that form part of
the national Immigration Office. The unit is made up of a handful of sub-units,
each staffed with dozens of bureaucrats. Inside, deportation is legitimized
through ‘files-for-removal’, as the files processed are referred to in the unit.
Deportation is a sovereign’s act of forcibly transporting a human body out
of a bounded territory. Knowledge about deportees’ non-belongingness to
the community is gathered in files in order to establish their ‘strangeness’
to the nation. However, Ahmed points out that a stranger is actually a
figure we do not know or recognize. After all, the stranger is strange to us.
Whereas in the case of the deportation bureaucracy, ‘[t]he stranger comes
to be faced as a form of recognition: we recognize somebody as a stranger,
rather than simply failing to recognize them’ (2013: 21). This is exactly what
the work of the Deportation Unit is about. The unit is a site where knowledge
is produced in order to recognize people as strangers through bureaucratic
techniques. The Deportation Unit as a bureaucratic site is a crucial element
in the infrastructure of deportation precisely because deportation is about
recognizing subjects, though paradoxically, as we learn from Ahmed, as
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strangers. The question how strangers are recognized as such can be located
in the daily file-work in a Deportation Unit.
The trajectory of a file in the Deportation Unit is organized in such a way as
to ensure that each file presents an individual. At the same time, file practices
must mobilize different types of population to get at the individual deportee.
Paradoxically, the Deportation Unit is a setting saturated with practices
of making non-belonging populations. This article therefore reflects on the
curious relationship between the individual and the population in regard to
the subject of deportation. This is done through an ethnographic examination
of the daily bureaucratic work carried out in the Deportation Unit, a setting
in which the work of dozens of bureaucrats is mobilized by the trajectories
of deportation files. This article examines this day-to-day work and how
it produces knowledge to establish the non-belonging of certain bodies; a
non-belonging that subsequently allows for their deportation. Indeed, it is
the file that carries deportees: people who become subject to deportation.
This article further argues that the knowledge created in these file practices
about the non-belonging of the subject of deportation enables an ordering
of populations. That ordering is a precondition for any deportation, while it
also perpetuates deportation practice itself: people can only be subjected to
deportation through a production of populations.
Potential deportees appear to bureaucrats in the Deportation Unit in translated
form, hardly ever in flesh and blood but as an administrative subject on
(digital) paper, as the referent of a file. Once a potential deportee is presented
to the Deportation Unit, bureaucrats start work on what could become a
file for removal. Decisions on requests to stay have already been processed
at this point, within other units of the Immigration Office. Once a negative
decision has been returned on a person’s request for legal stay, the concerned
file can be forwarded to the Deportation Unit. But most incoming files to the
Deportation Unit are submitted by police raising doubts about an arrestee’s
legal right to stay in national territory. The file-work of the Deportation Unit
thus continues a process already started elsewhere: where the distinction
was first made between the belonging and non-belonging of persons present
114
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within the same geographical territory. This boundary work is intrinsic to
the daily practices of the Deportation Unit. It therewith not only offers a site
‘to understand the practices of sovereignty through borderwork’ (Jones et al.
2017: 1); the Deportation Unit foremost enables the making of non-belonging
categories which subsequently enable the subjects associated with them to
be subjected to sovereign power. This ongoing knowledge production on the
deportable subject travels further than solely the Deportation Unit. Authors
have justly called for an approach to deportation that includes acts beyond
actual removal practices, introducing concepts like an ‘anthropology of
removal’ (Peutz 2006), the ‘deportation corridor’ (Drotbohm and Hasselberg
2015) or ‘deportation continuum’ (Kalir and Wissink 2016). However, raising
the question how exactly the knowledge on deportable subjects is shaped
before it transpires in this wider social sphere brings this endeavor right inside
the Deportation Unit.
To study the transformation of files in a Deportation Unit, this research used
ethnographic data obtained over six full time months of fieldwork within
one such unit. The materials are unique, as the institution in which they
were collected is a highly secure setting. When access was achieved through
networking after months of efforts, I joined in the daily office rhythm. To
attend to the transformation of files, I joined bureaucrats behind their desks
to observe the work, participated in group conversations, and in workrelated training. I conducted a dozen in-depth interviews with bureaucrats
representing different functions in the unit. These interviews were recorded
with consent and transcribed. I also joined bureaucrats on trips on which
they brought the files assigned to them to embassies or court. I signed a
confidentiality agreement, stating that I anonymize the data and do not
disclose personal information from files. The fieldwork location and all
names have therefore been carefully replaced by pseudonyms, also for privacy
reasons, including switching the gender of some participants. Following files
as an ethnographic research method showed the bureaucratic work in the
Deportation Unit to be formed in a network of scattered, only partially related
acts and actors. Meticulously noting what happened along the file’s trajectory,
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I moved between various sub-units of the Deportation Unit. This enabled
me to trace the process from a perspective on the transformation the files
underwent, the translations they make, and the network that is mobilized on
their trajectory. A file’s referent is made into a subject non-belonging in the
nation in the collection of these file-work features.
As the fieldwork progressed, I sat down with a bureaucrat who had worked
in the unit for years. He elaborated on the sentiment towards deportation he
sensed among colleagues:
‘The culture is just… for many people in here… there is a
racist aspect. And well, the stranger has the disadvantage of
the doubt.’ What does racist mean to him, I asked, whereupon
he replied: ‘A negative opinion about strangers… not European
expats but simply blacks, Pakistani, Moroccans... I think that
is pure racism. In a hypocritical way: When their neighbor is
black and he is cool it is no problem. Not like the Nazi’s who
simply reasoned “black is black”. But there is this gut instinct,
a sense that... strangers are not so good. At least not so good
for us’
This bureaucrat, himself white, was involved on a daily basis with file-work
towards making people deportable. He made two key points here. Firstly,
strangers are racialized. The figure of the stranger is described here as nonEuropean by a white, belonging body. ‘European’ therein is understood as
not ‘black’ nor northern African or central Asian. The white body is not
explicitly mentioned but set as a social norm. It operates as ‘a taken-forgranted category, something so ordinary it can pass without remark’ (Nayak
2007: 737). The second point relates to this racialization. Namely, strangers are
opposed to an ‘us’. There is an othering at work wherein ‘others’ are posed as a
threat. Strangers form a category of those who are considered to be not good
for ‘us’. ‘Recognizing strangers is here embedded in a discourse of survival:
it is a question of how to survive the proximity of strangers who are already
figurable, who have already taken shape, in the everyday encounters we
116
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have with others’ (Ahmed 2013: 22). Deportation practices subjectify people
as strangers who got too close, who should be farther away because their
closeness is ‘not good for us’.
Survival, in Ahmed’s words, is sought through othering, by identifying
strangers. The techniques used to recognize strangers in the Deportation
Unit operate in the dichotomy between people that either belong in a nation
or do not. How is this distinction made? What distinguishes a to-be-deported
body from a ‘body-at-home’ (Ahmed 2007)? Acknowledging the situational
and temporal character of this divide, knowledge about a person’s belonging
has to be created. In his text ‘Making Up People’, on classification of people
in the nineteenth century, Hacking observed that, ‘[t]he category and the
people in it emerged hand in hand’ (Hacking [1986] 1999: 165). Likewise, the
categories central in the bureaucratic quest to shape a deportee have to be
made too. Not only does bureaucracy require subjects to be abstracted and
stripped of nuances, in order to fit them into pre-fixed bureaucratic categories.
Before subjects can be fitted into these categories, the categories themselves
also have to be made (c.f. Pottage 2004). Categories of populations applied in
the bureaucratic practices of the Deportation Unit are no exception, as will
become clear by looking into file practices.
The article continues as follows. First a brief sketch is presented of the
historical incorporation of deportation practices into legal frameworks
within European nation-states. This serves to contextualize the relation
between the individual and population in deportation today. Then, the layered
ways to make deportable subjects in the Deportation Unit are elaborated.
Ethnographic fieldwork allowed close observation of practices of making
individual deportees, wherein multiple populations were constantly collected,
mobilized, transformed and discarded. The conclusion situates these local
practices in a broader context, raising questions about the relation between
the individual and the population in the bureaucratic process towards making
the deportable subject.
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5.2

From legalizing deportation to deporting individuals in
Europe

A politics of belonging is enabled by the exclusionary effects of territorial
borders made physical in the implementation of deportation. Expulsion
of unwanted people from bordered territories – whether cities, kingdoms,
empires or colonies – is a practice found in many times and places (c.f.
Vigneswaran 2013). Nonetheless, this article addresses such practices
in European nation-states of the early twenty-first century. This section
briefly touches upon the historical development of forced expulsions and
their incorporation in legal frameworks from this geographical part of the
world.
‘Europe’ itself is often referred to as a (regional) Union, and its member states
are considered national unions. Any union, however, is a process. National
unity is constantly in the making; the nation is a temporal space (Honig 2001:
18). This of course includes nation-states, in which the nation is intricately
related to a state’s bounded territory, the soil envisioned as the home of the
nation. In his classic work on the origin of nationalism, Anderson (2006)
argued that the unity of the nation can be imagined if members overcome
their mutual strangeness. When nationalist sentiments developed in Europe,
this did not immediately limit the mobility of strangers. On the contrary,
‘[d]espite the rise of nationalism, the nineteenth century (1815–1914) has
been characterized as the century of free movement and fairly unlimited
migration’ (Bader 2005: 334). Then, at the start of the twentieth century, the
expulsion of people who were considered not-to-belong became incorporated
in the legal framework of European states. In 1922, France became the first to
introduce laws enabling denaturalization of citizens of ‘enemy’ origins, and
other European states soon followed (Agamben 1995: 115). The ‘law’ here will
not be captured as a definable object. Rather, what will be encountered in this
research ‘are glimpses of the traces “the Law” leaves on bodies ordered, on
words spoken and written, on time folded and refolded’ (Van Oorschot 2018:
264). So rather than asking what deportation law is, the article looks into what
these laws make possible.
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Through these laws, deportation became a measure to criminalize populations,
often those with a nomadic lifestyle. They were thus excluded from the
imagined unity of the national population. ‘The nomad was regarded as an
element in the population who was distinguished by his allegedly criminal
otherness, and was not regarded as worthy of citizenship’ (Kaluszynski
2001: 137). These laws in European states combined criminalization with
non-sedentariness as the legitimizing identifier categorizing people as nonbelonging. But the entanglement of mobility and criminalization to describe
the subject of deportation began to emerge well before these first laws, as this
1911 excerpt from a French journal illustrates:
The nomads over whom we intend to exercise an indispensable
supervision are dubious caravan-dwellers who, with their
suspect claims of occupation, carry their idleness and instincts
of thievery the length of the roads. While we wait for the
international agreement that will allow us to deport them to
their country of origin, it is essential that we enact security
measures against them. (Journal Officiel, Senat, 10 March 1911,
in: Kaluszynski 2001: 132)
Besides the link made between nomadic people and criminal behavior, in this
fragment is called for a juridical framework for deportation, an ‘international
agreement’ to legitimize the expulsion of certain mobile groups. Whereas
offences, ‘thievery’ for example, had been the legitimizing grounds for
deportation before, alien law specifically was developed in the second half of
the twentieth century (Caestecker 1998). Now, rather than criminalization
based on offences, a form of alienation, namely, illegalization, became the legal
grounds to deport. The migrating body itself rather than a person’s actions
was criminalized. This entanglement of migration and the criminal has also
been referred to as ‘crimmigration’ (Stumpf 2006). People become subjected
to deportation due to their non-belonging. Their body is made alien to the
nation, as their body, unlike others, is not a ‘body-at-home’ (Ahmed 2007).
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Since these first deportation laws, deportations have remained supported by
both national and international legislation. A crucial change occurred in the
aftermath of World War II, when international law defined ‘deportation or
the forcible transfer of population’ as a crime against humanity (International
Criminal Court 2013, Article 7 (1) d). Thus, post WWII population deportation
became criminalized. In contrast, there seems to exist a ‘far reaching but
rarely remarked upon consensus’ that the deportation of individuals is a
legitimate right of nation-states (Achiume 2019: 27). Indeed, ‘[a]t the level
of administrative and legal practice, therefore, we might observe there has
been a certain individualization of expulsion’ (Walters 2002: 277). Now it is
curious that, by condemning the deportation of population and legalizing
the deportation of individuals, an assumption seems to be made that an
individual can be extracted as a singular unit from a population. Nonetheless
deportation – the forcible transfer of bodies from one state to another – exists
only by virtue of the relation between different states, their national territories
and their belonging bodies, with these elements being in a constant process
of forming a unity, a population.
It is the individualizing skill of the file that makes deportation legal. This
is the crucial contribution of the file-work done in the Deportation Unit.
Through the file-work, an individual deportee is documented in a way that
assures that this is no population deportation. The bureaucratic practices in
the unit thus enable the law, that allows for the physical and forced expulsion
of non-belonging people, to ‘work’. A crucial individualizing document in
the file is the ‘order to leave the territory’. That order is clear: the person to
whom it is addressed is ordered to physically leave the territory of the nation.
The order starts as follows:
Order to Leave the Territory with Detention in the Prospect
of Removal: [name, date of birth, birthplace, nationality] is
ordered to leave the national territory
This legal decision marks the start of a file for removal, but it is also its driving
force: the future the file envisions. Filling in these requested personal details
120
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individualizes the order. Next, a bureaucrat prints the order, and folds it inbetween a colored cardboard folder that from now on will figure as the file
for removal.

5.3

The trajectory of a file for removal: Documenting who?

Along a file’s trajectory, individualization is perpetuated through various
documentation techniques, such as mugshots taken upon arrival in a detention
center, recording of the subject’s first name and surname, fingerprints, travel
documents, or police testimonies. The file becomes a ‘political’ means of
producing ‘documentary objectivity’ (Van Reekum 2019). This includes that
the law’s stipulation that only individuals may be deported can be met with
bureaucratic conviction. However, it is challenging to maintain the dichotomy
created in deportation law between a population and an individual in daily
practice.
A file enters the Deportation Unit
The day begins in the unit. Among the arrests forwarded by the
police overnight are five people whom the arrest form indicates
were caught in a bird hide. Some were registered as Eritrean,
others as Iranian. Before they can be transferred to a detention
center, each must be issued an ‘order to leave the territory with
detention in the prospect of removal’. This responsibility now
lies with a Deportation Unit bureaucrat, in this case Nancy.

5

The process of recognizing a person as a stranger subject to deportation is
layered. Along a file’s trajectory in time and place, it entails a collection of
actions. One is the discretion of the police to arrest. Discussing this with
Nick, a bureaucrat who worked closely with police, he linked the exercise
of this discretion, for example when implementing identity checks, with a
phenotypical recognition: ‘We have to implement our law. If someone has
alien looks... well. Obviously, this creates stereotypes. You look Western
European, I would never ask you for your identification documents.’ Nick thus
acknowledges that belonging is racial, even though the law tells so otherwise,
121
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namely that everybody with valid national documents belongs equally. Nick
also acknowledges that race has a bearing on whether police choose to exercise
their discretion to check identification documents or not. With my looks,
my white skin and light eyes, I am phenotypically recognized here as a body
that belongs. Bodies like mine generally do not have to prove belonging with
identification documents, whereas others do, as became clear in an encounter
with Nick’s colleague Thomas. ‘Did you see his face?’ Thomas asked me while
he pointed to copies of identity documents that police had attached to arrest
forms. ‘Their documents are perfectly valid. They look Arab, and that is why
they got arrested.’ He typed out a reply to the police telling them to release the
men: ‘We cannot issue an order to leave the territory for these arrestees.’
‘Arab looking’ bodies mobilize a categorization as non-belonging as opposed
to belonging bodies, described as Western European in reference to a white
body. Recognition of strangers based on bodily aspects continues along the
way of the process within the Deportation Unit. For example, a bureaucrat
working to obtain travel documents for a specific file consulted a colleague
about the possible origin of a file’s referent:
First, she read the name written aloud to her colleague
whereupon he replied: ‘Hmm, that is probably one from
[African region].’ The file-worker then added, ‘She is wearing
a headscarf so she is Muslim.’ At that point the colleague asked,
‘Is she a black African or Arab?’ ‘Well... the picture is in black
and white so it is hard to tell.’ At this, the colleague laughs.
Stifling his laughter, he clarified, ‘I mean does she have the
morphology, the features, of a black person! Or not?’ He then
walked over to take a look at the mugshot, ‘Ah well, that is
certainly one from [African region].’
Racialized ordering of subjects of deportation thus plays a role in various
phases of the deportation procedure, also when potential deportees are only
presented to bureaucrats in the translated form of the file. This racialization
entails skin color but also name, clothing and phenotype. Of course, and as
122
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we learned in the example of the files of ‘Arab’ arrestees that could not follow
through, for the legalization of deportation there is more ordering work to
be done.
A file’s eligibility for a detention center
Nancy spreads out papers on five arrestees on her desk. ‘Is there
space?’ she calls out to her colleague in charge of detention
capacity. That colleague, siting about a dozen desks and a few
colleagues away, initially shakes his head. Then he calls back:
‘Wait, I’ve got three spots now!’ ‘Well, I’ve got five arrests, so
should I detain three of them?’ ‘Three cells? If we fill them all
up I won’t have anything left.’ ‘Okay then, can we agree on
one?’ Nancy now turns to her computer screen, which shows
a digital overview of ‘destination countries’. For Eritreans
this currently indicates: ‘Not removable unless EURODAC’,
meaning that only if there is a hit for the subject in the EU
fingerprint database deportation is possible. Nancy puts the
forms for the alleged Eritreans without a database hit aside.
For the Iranians she diverts from the overview, turning to a
whiteboard in the middle of the office. Handwritten on it is:
‘Test: Iranians’. Although there haven’t been any deportations
to Iran lately, files can now be prepared for deportation to test
the diplomatic waters.

5

As becomes clear, various standardized populations, though these are
subject to constant change, are considered when deciding whether to keep a
deportation file moving. If an incoming file could be eligible for deportation,
a next question is whether there are available cells, ‘space’ in Nancy’s words,
at one of the pre-deportation detention centers. The Deportation Unit has
to ‘book’ such a cell, because the detention centers operate under their own
management. Usually, the centers were fully ‘booked’ at the end of the day,
though by far not all files eligible for detention had been processed. Adding
to that, the centers set quota for certain groups of people, installing yet
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more population categories. Rumor had it that this was an experience-based
selection, aimed at keeping the atmosphere at the centers peaceful. This led
to a considerable amount of negotiation taking place during every office
day between the Deportation Unit and the detention centers. In this email
exchange the limit on the ‘Maghreb’ category was discussed between the
two parties:
From: [detention center] ‘There will be one free spot for today.
A non-Maghreb spot’
From: [deportation unit] ‘But there is also a Maghreb case
being released. In exchange, a new Maghreb will be placed
coming Saturday’
From: [detention center] ‘Actually, we are only allowed to have
[quota] Maghreb’s. Now we’ve got one more, which means
we’ve exceeded the maximum of 25%. Can’t you check with
the other detention centers first?’
These population quotas did influence considerations on whether to pursue
which individual file. ‘Maghreb places are minimal, so if we have one or two
files of them to detain we can actually stop. Then of course we would prefer
a Moroccan with a conviction of violation of public order.’ This bureaucrat
elaborates that Maghreb but also nationality and criminal record add to the
constellation of populations wherein the subject is positioned. The latter
comes with a time saving advantage as well: decisions for deportation have to
be motivated, which requires an investment of time. If a file is ‘heavy’ enough,
a bureaucrat explained, it ‘does not need much motivation, it is enough as
is’.
The ‘overview of destination countries’, see figure 1, that Nancy checked in
the vignette above is another variable on the deportation chances of files.
Color codes categorize countries into four groups in the overview: ‘relatively
quickly identifiable/removable’, ‘less quickly identifiable/removable’, ‘priority
destination or special flight’, and ‘unremovable’. ‘Identifiable’ usually means
124
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that the nationality can be ascertained and confirmed by the embassy of that
nation. This depends on diplomatic relations and is highly influential on how
fast travel documents, like a laissez-passer, can be issued. ‘Priority destination
or special flight’ means there is a possibility of a cooperation between EU
member states who jointly collect deportees from a specific nationality, like
a special flight organized with FRONTEX, the EU’s border and coast guard
agency. ‘Unremovable’ indicates countries to which, for example, national or
international agreements prohibit deportation due to safety risks there.
Colour codes indicating per country when ‘detention with the prospect of deporation’ is opportune:
With or without copies of documents in file and relativety swiftly identifyable/removable
With or without copies of documents in file and less swiftly identifyable/removable
Priority country/Secured Flight
Unremovable unless...
Country Additional comment
Removal possible in case of: undeclared work, aggressive prostitution, aggressive begging, metal theft, relapse theft
A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K
L
M
N
O
P
Q
R
S
T
U
V
W
X
Y
Z

Not removable unless HEAVY public order (conviction)

5

Special Flight 17/02 (preferably WITH documents)

Special Flight
In principal unremovable but will always have obtained a [...] nationality --> detain

Removal possible in case of: undeclared work, aggressive prostitution, aggressive begging, metal theft, relapse theft
Only voluntary return

Unremovable UNLESS: original passport

Figure 1. Impression of the overview of destination countries, which is subject to
constant change. Bureaucrats consult this before making any legal decision on a
prospect for removal. The names and color codes of the countries have been anonymized.
125
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As noted, the codes attributed to countries are highly dependent on diplomatic
relations, which themselves are in constant flux. Yet, I asked one of Nancy’s
colleagues about this destination countries overview, but he told me he did not
really pay attention to it contrary to his colleague. ‘Someone who is removable
has to go’, he elaborated, making the possibility of deportation into a necessity.
That necessity demands that measures be taken, he explained: ‘If there are bad
relations with that country I simply think, let them work towards improving
those relations.’ Improving relations with ‘destination’ countries changes a
country’s color code, because it makes it easier to get them to issue travel
documents that accepts deportees in their territory. This does influence
bureaucrat’s consideration to follow through with a file, but not in a unified
way given that there are several other factors to be taken into account.
A file’s transfer to the detention center
Nancy spreads out the remaining arrests on her desk. She closes
her eyes, and moves her hand over the papers, pretending to
stop at a random point to select the file for removal that will
be pursued. Then she turns to me, laughing to make clear she
is only joking. Or, maybe it is my presence that makes her
particularly aware of the weight of the bureaucratic task she
is burdened with: deciding who will be deported among the
files that qualify equally according to today’s requirements.
Now serious, she says, ‘Well, let’s just pick the first one.’ She
starts drawing up the ‘order for detention with the prospect
for removal’. The others will be issued a release.
From the arrests remaining on Nancy her desk she made a final category for
deportation, Iranians and Eritreans with a EURODAC hit, from which she
selected only one for detention. Now that a potential deportee is detained
awaiting deportation, obtaining travel documents becomes the priority. The
bureaucrats responsible for this are divided over several groups, organized
by region. In each group, individuals are appointed to specific states in that
region. This is practical because it allows to build personal relationships
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with ambassadors and to stay up to date on the particularities of diplomatic
relations with and the safety situation within that state. Bureaucrats thus
become experts on the deportation destinations referred to in their files.
This results in experience based reasonings among bureaucrats like, ‘I am
not going to waste time detaining a bunch of Iranians’. The collection of
files on individual, potential deportees assigned to them is thus not random.
Rather, the files are gathered onto a bureaucrats’ particular desk because they
correspond with the population assigned to that bureaucrat. The collection
of individual files forms – again - a population. Bureaucrats referred to ‘my
Tunisians’ for example when discussing their files. Individualized files become
‘workable’ in the Deportation Unit when they are made to belong to specific
populations.
As became clear now, the population for potential deportation is formed in a
constellation of different populations, a selection that is shaped by a network
much wider than the Deportation Unit itself – police, detention centers,
embassies - but that is gathered in these file trajectories. However, decisions
for selection have to be made along the way, a discretion that bureaucrats are
burdened with, for example if, out of several files categorized as a similarly
eligible population, one file has to be selected. It is at these moments in the
bureaucrats’ daily work that the tension between a deportable population
and the call to individualize deportation manifests itself. For the procedure
however, the arbitrariness of the selection of the individual does not form an
obstruction. What matters in the procedure is the positioning of the subject
of deportation within a population, in the category of deportables.

5.4

Bureaucratic relations, situated ordering

The populations mobilized in the file-work are subject to change, are mutable
throughout the trajectory of a file. The shape and form of these populations,
the boundaries of the categories they form, change with the file’s movement
through the procedure. Take, for example, the moment that the list of
destination countries is consulted in order to decide whether to pursue a
file. The making of the population in which the deportee is categorized, like
127
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‘Eritrean with EURODAC hit’, happens here in a dense knotting of nationality,
diplomatic relations, national identity documents, international agreements
on deportation destinations and detention capacity. Moreover, all these
variables constantly change shape in the highly politicized field wherein
they are put to work. The deportable category ‘Eritrean with EURODAC
hit’ is a temporary one and moreover connected to a specific location in the
procedure, namely the sub-unit that has to decide whether to pursue a file.
At another time, it might change to a deportable category, depending on
diplomatic relations or availability of special flights. In the next sub-unit, the
referent of the file is made to form part of yet other population, related to a
specific detention center, and as part of a certain ‘regional group’. Population
categorizations that need to be made along the way are thus temporary ones
that can fall apart in the next phase. The categories mobilized never form a
standardized population for deportation.
In another case in which one file out of several eligible ones had to be
selected for detention, the bureaucrat talked me through his actions: ‘Now
it’s just a gamble... Let me see... Ah... I pick the one named Mohammed’.
What does ‘Mohammed’ become here, an individual or a population? How
does ‘Mohammed’ come to be known here as the deportable subject? Can
we distinguish whether this is based on an individual named Mohammed
or a population mobilized under the name Mohammed? At this point,
Mohammed is selected out of an already distinguished population as a subject
to be pursued for deportation. In a subsequent phase, Mohammed becomes
part of an identification process seeking to obtain travel documents for an
individualized Mohammed – yet by positioning the subject of deportation
in a national population. In the phase of removal, of preparing a trip, the
identification of the population is important for booking a destination but
for the trip for the deportee individual security- or medical arrangements
might be necessary.
How ‘Mohammed’ is known changes throughout the process. The population
mobilized to create knowledge on who Mohammed is changes depending on
the moment in time in relation to the different locations that are part of the
128

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd 128

20-9-2020 11:26:19

MAKING POPULATIONS FOR DEPORTATION

file-work. The non-Maghreb category for example is crucial for a detention
order but not maintained in later stages. The transfer of the file especially
allows transformation of the relational network in which Mohammed comes
to be known. It is through the transfer from one sub-unit to another that
specific attributes are kept, like the name ‘Mohammed’, as well as certain
actions taken at the previous location, like the juridical order. However, the
population and Mohammed’s relation to the population distinguished in
earlier stages, which led to the bureaucratic abstraction of this deportable
subject, does not survive the transfer. To continue with the file, population
categories towards knowing the file’s referent will be remade at the next
location.
The mutability of the bureaucratic categories that are mobilized to know
the deportable subject is made possible by the nature of the work in the
Deportation Unit, particularly its material infrastructure and the division
of labor that this enables. A file is forwarded from desk to desk, from
bureaucrat to bureaucrat. The different tasks and bureaucratic material
assigned to each dictate their dealings with the file. The actions central in
the work of the different sub-units demand different subjectifications of the
potential deportee. For example, detaining a potential deportee requires a
legal individualization, performed in the decision for deportation, that
presents the case as a ‘prospective’ one. Simultaneously an eye needs to be
kept on changes in the capacity of the detention centers, a capacity that is
population dependent. To obtain travel documents, the daily work must seek to
position the potential deportee in a national population and get this position
formalized by the respective embassy recognizing the deportee to be ‘one of
them’. To book a flight, a travel document like a laissez-passer is crucial, as
are logistics. This includes organizing the transfer from the detention center
to the airport, cooperation with security and availability of a regular flight
or an earlier explained ‘special flight’. In all these actions related to different
locations, what files translate to bureaucrats can be decisive in choices that
have to be made.
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Besides the division of work, discretion thus is another feature contributing
to the unpredictability of the trajectory of a file. There is also significant room
for maneuver created in the work to apply discretion. For example, at the
beginning of my fieldwork, senior functionary Duncan allowed me to join
fresh bureaucrats in their training period. This ‘training’ took only a few hours
and consisted of shadowing a colleague while they carried out the work. At
the end of such training new bureaucrats visibly struggled to start carrying
out the work. Asking Duncan his thoughts on the training he chuckled and
said, ‘It takes two hours and then it’s like, go ahead, just go and make that
[legal] decision!’ So new bureaucrats have to deliver legal decisions concerning
the deportation of individuals after minimal training. Duncan himself had
recently switched to a new job in a different sub-unit where he had to figure
out what the job involved in this new location: ‘I asked everyone in here, “Hey,
how do you go about this?” “How do you reach a decision?” And everybody
just does it their own way. [Shrugs] There really aren’t any regulations for it
either.’
Maneuvering space thus arises even within a sub-unit in the lack of uniformity
of practices – or the labyrinth caused by the plurality of them. How this
influences the proceeding of files as well became clear in the case wherein
one bureaucrat was working on an order to detain a potential deportee and
a colleague looked over and asked, ‘Aren’t those files from the border police
in [town]? It was agreed that those arrestees would not be detained.’ ‘But this
is a priority case’, the bureaucrat replied, referring to categories marked as
priority today on the white boards. ‘But aren’t files from [town] all supposed
to be handled the same, just an order to leave the territory without detention?’
Another colleague now interjected, agreeing that the file did not qualify to
follow through. Then they decided collectively to consult a senior colleague.
Returning to their desks it was agreed that the file’s referent would be detained,
despite the agreement concerning the location where the arrest took place, but
in line with today’s priorities. What this case illustrates is that the opposite
decision could have been made depending on the case-worker.
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5.5

Deportable individuals in constellations of deportation
population

Though the work on a deportation file is divided over various acts and actors,
these are connected with one another through that file, in a relational network
mobilized during its trajectory. A selection of the bureaucratic acts that can
take place in this network subsequently materialize as documents in the file so
that, if the file makes it through, the file can unfold a legalized deportation. If
it is not an individual who is deported, the deportation is not legal. However,
the file-work responding to this legal call constantly attends to population
categories. Herein lies an incoherency in the legal decision itself, in the order
for an individual to leave the territory: the order is in fact undermined because
in practice, the individual who is ordered to leave the territory is known as
such only by his or her belonging to a collection of multiple populations. The
individual deportee is made in a constellation of populations, populations that
are made at different points in the process and by different means but that can
become (un)related to one another through the file.
Such entanglement between the individual and population is not visible only
in deportation practices. For example, research on forensic genetic practices to
identify an individual suspect found that ‘individuality cannot be determined
without situating the individual in a population’ (M’charek 2000: 152). But
unlike use of forensic practices to distinguish an individual suspect from other
subjects in a population, individualizing the deportee is merely a formality. In
the Deportation Unit, it is the population that enables deportation practices to
continue rather than the individual who is eventually documented. As Ronny,
a senior bureaucrat in the unit, elaborated on the identification process of a
deportable subject:
Identification, for me, is to determine the nationality, not the
identity. The nationality because we… for us, what the person
is named really does not play a role, no role whatsoever. From
the point there is proof that the person is a national from that
country, the country is in fact supposed to take the person
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back. Irrespective of his name. In the past, I returned someone
with the name Elvis Presley [chuckles]. I was certain his name
was not Elvis Presley, but I had proof from the embassy that
he was of their nationality.
Ronny here gives an example of individualizing the referent of a file by giving
them ‘a’ name. But it is the population the deportee is positioned in, he
emphasizes, in this case nationality, that was considered crucial ‘irrespective
of his name’.
Identification here means to order populations instead of to identify an
individual. The reality reflected by the legal decision of an individual deportee
is empirically undermined: practices mobilize populations for deportation.
As long as the file attests to the deportation being individualized it is legal.
Outside this formality, for the actual act of deportation the positioning of the
subject of deportation in populations is sufficient. As empirically illustrated,
the deportation subject is made in a constellation of multiple populations. The
various populations that come to shape this subject of deportation are not a
fixed category but a temporary collection gathered in the constant process of
knowledge making that the file-work entails. The category of the deportable
subject therein figures as dynamic, mutable, and situational rather than
standardized. Moreover, the populations mobilized in forming this subject
are constantly in-the-making hence form crucial situational categories
themselves. Thus, the individualized deportee envisioned in this making
process is in fact a constellation of the knowledge production of multiple
populations.
What can thus be concluded is that, besides the widely acknowledged ability
of bureaucracies to categorize and therewith attempt to translate between law
and reality, another ordering practice comes to the fore in simultaneously
making these very categories. Deportees are ordered in categories of
populations, but these categories too are made throughout a file’s trajectory.
‘[T]he question now is not how to fit entities into the ‘right’ category, but
to explore the emergence and deployment of the category itself ’ (Pottage
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2004: 3). Bureaucratic categories of populations are formed in constantly
shifting relational networks. This makes populations for deportation mutable
categories that are subject to change depending on location and time in the
procedure. Their mutability is further enabled by various techniques that
translate between different places, times and actors - among them the list
of destination countries, the limits set by detention centers, diplomatic
relations, the files themselves. The categories mobilized in deportation
practices are made in a collection of all of these constantly shifting relations,
and are therewith intrinsically situational. This implies that categorizations
of deportable versus non-deportable bodies are ‘dependent upon a contingent
distinction rather than an embedded division’ (Pottage 2004: 5). The
knowledge practice wherein deportable subjects are made illustrates the order
of populations to be a fabricated distinction.

5.6

Concluding: Strangers are not so good for us

The bureaucratic work in the Deportation Unit offers an encounter with
everyday practices of belonging intertwined with a situated order of
populations, but one that is both national and racial. The individualization
of deportation since the second half of the twentieth century is paradoxical
in that deportation – the forcible and violent transfer of bodies from one state
to another – exists only by virtue of the relation between states, their national
territories and their national population. In this light it is unsurprising that
file-work within the Deportation Unit, despite the legal call to individualize,
is saturated with the making of categories of population and subsequently
categorizing a deportee as a member of such populations. The deportable
subject is known through populations, for example nationality or morphology,
rather than the individual person, for example, their name. The imaginary
of the individual deportee is entangled with multiple populations and can be
mobilized only in constellation of these populations, which themselves are
volatile categories.
Deportation is the act of removing bodies from a national territory, based on
the positioning of those bodies among the non-belonging side of a politicized
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distinction. Deportation bureaucracy is equipped to create knowledge about
a potential deportee, or more accurately about the referent of a deportation
file. This entails knowledge that recognizes the subject as being unknown to
the nation. Practices are thus organized to create knowledge about unknowing.
Gathering knowledge is crucially not intended in order to overcome possibly
mutual strangeness. The boundary mobilized through the ordering of
bodies into the belonging and non-belonging categories serves to demarcate
‘our’ place as a place where ‘they’ do not belong; because ‘a recognition of
those who are out of place allows both the demarcation and enforcement
of the boundaries of “this place”, as where “we” dwell’ (Ahmed 2013: 21).
The imaginary of the nation is a place that exists through the demarcation
of belonging. For the nation to be imagined as a bounded unity to such an
extent that it mobilizes actions with concrete and, in the case of deportations,
violent consequences, work has to be put into solidifying this imaginary. What
makes deportable populations useful rather than forming some collateral
damage of our times, or human waste (Bauman 2004), is that they are actually
recognized, to come back to Ahmed’s paradox, namely as a stranger, as
strangers that came ‘too close’. Their strangeness, the specific organization
of population in deportation practice, lies in the entanglement of not only
nationalized but also – hence related - racialized subjectification’s.
Non-belonging bodies become recognized as strangers who not only got
‘too close’ but are moreover ‘not so good for us’. Therewith, the making of
populations that is enabled in deportation practices forms part of a politics
of belonging in making distinctions between people. Population therein is a
national-racialized notion, and deportation bureaucracy a ‘racialized project’
(Barbero 2018). By excluding people given their attributed belonging to
specific populations, deportation practices form part of the constant process
of making a (racialized) nation. However, the racialized categorization of
non-belonging populations tends to be ‘neutralized’ through bureaucratic
procedures of documentation and legalization.
Concluding, deportation practices contribute to a process of distinguishing
between populations that belong and those that do not belong in the order of
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nation-states. ‘The recognition of strangers is a means by which inhabitable or
bounded spaces are produced, not simply as the place or locality of residence,
but as the very living form of a community’ (Ahmed 2013: 22). Deportation
is a technique that adds to the imagination wherein not only the deportable
subject as a category is made but also the belonging one. ‘It is not just the
making up of people of a kind that did not exist before: … each of us is made
up’ (Hacking [1986] 1999: 168). The belonging of some is an imagination just
like the non-belonging of others. What makes the file-work in the Deportation
Unit so crucial, then, is that they form a knowledge practice in which these
‘deportable populations’ can be ‘made’.
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