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MAKING DEPORTABLE PEOPLE. Bureaucratic 

knowledge practices in European deportation sites

How are people made deportable? � is is the empirical 

question that is explored in this dissertation. � e 

observations shared are based on years of ethnographic 

research on deportation practices in locations ranging 

from civil society spaces, to squats housing illegalized 

people, to securitized interstate meetings. � e main 

� eldwork site, however, is a European Deportation Unit 

where daily work is centered around deportation � les. 

On the inside, the author attended to � le-work from the 

moment of people’s arrest to their ‘removal’. � e outlook 

of � le trajectories therein is to eventually document a 

‘perfectly illegal and removable’ � le referent: the deportee. 

� rough being embedded in deportation bureaucracy as 

a an ethnographer, it became clear that the relations that 

are formed in these � le practices — between case workers, 

databases, embassies, social workers, quotas, lawyers, 

and more — constantly change as ‘� les-for-removal’ 

move along procedural trajectories. � ese contingent 

interactions that are (de)mobilized in � le practices 

collectively shape the deportee as a situated bureaucratic 

subject. Focusing on the deportable subject, a � gure 

who can only be known by constantly being made, o� ers 

re� ections that lie at the intersection of borders, nations, 

population and state power. What does the knowledge 

that is created in deportation bureaucracy tell us about 

our shared, social lives? As this work shows, despite 

deportation practices taking place mostly behind closed 

doors, we are all intricately bound up by them.
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11

Chapter 1

PERFECTLY ILLEGAL AND REMOVABLE - 
Introduction

We have to make sure that

they are perfectly illegal and removable.

Because we are not allowed

to detain someone in order to punish.

We are not judges who punish;

We remove

– Case-worker, Deportation Unit

1.1 The practice of making deportable people

While procedural timelines are ticking and lives are awaiting, piles of paper 
lay in wait. Case-workers will take seat behind their desks and shuffle the 
papers around again the next working day. The cover image captures the end 
of such a day, at which time this now quiet office of a European Deportation 
Unit offers a wonderful sunset view. Adding to the impressive skyline is 
a scale model of an airplane that decorates the ceiling. Such promotional 
gifts from airline companies can be found throughout the workplace: the 
Deportation Unit is a regular customer. But most of all, with its desks, screens, 
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papers, databases and functionaries, the Deportation Unit is a site saturated 
with bureaucracy. It is a site, too, that is crucial to the implementation of 
deportation. The act of deportation – ‘removal’, in the jargon of the Unit – 
needs a subject to deport, one that is ‘perfectly illegal and removable’. It is the 
creation of this subject through paperwork that forms the core of the daily 
activities in this Deportation Unit.

In what follows, I take my observations of daily file-work as the basis to 
analyze the workings of a bureaucratic institution that a Deportation Unit 
is. The majority of my ethnographic endeavor took place inside a European 
Deportation Unit, part of a national Immigration Office, the exact location of 
which will not be disclosed for protection reasons. I chose this bureaucratic 
setting as my main site to explore the empirical question that runs through 
this thesis, namely how the ‘illegal and removable’ subject is made in daily 
practices. How are deportable people made? To learn more about this process 
I attended to activities unfolding around deportation files that fall under 
the responsibility of this Deportation Unit. But the bureaucratic realities 
created in these file practices also travels outside of the Deportation Unit, and 
therefore so did I during fieldwork. From living spaces of illegalized people 
to closed meetings between member state representatives, from civil society 
organizations to the courtroom, from detention centers to embassies, from 
transportation vans to database tutorials, deportation practices bring together 
a wide variety of acts and actors.

For a large part, these acts and actors relate to one another in and through 
bureaucratic settings. The deportation file, and bureaucracy in the wider 
sense, is an important technique in the continuation of deportation. Most 
time on deportation file-work is invested behind a desk. A desk gathers a 
case-worker, printed documents collected in brightly colored file folders, and 
a screen showing a database with even more file components. Dozens of such 
desk spaces are connected with one another by the infrastructure of an office, 
namely stairs, corridors, elevators or escalators. The transformation of the 
referent of the deportation file to a deportable subject is key in this work. 
Now, ‘referent’ might appear to be a distancing term, but I use it consciously 
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as such. It accurately describes the relation between the file and the person 
the file ‘refers’ to – potential deportees themselves are excluded from the 
majority of the bureaucratic process. By using the term ‘referent’ I aim to avoid 
misleading assumptions that the file and the deportee are interchangeable 
subjects. Crucially, the file is merely referencing a human being.

Besides the quality of referring to people as bureaucratic subjects – a matter of 
translation – the file has more to offer to a deportation procedure. Most actors 
involved in the trajectory of a deportation file appear only in one step of the 
procedure. These include police, lawyers and consuls, but also bureaucrats 
who are assigned to one task following a division of the work. On the contrary, 
deportation files move through the process as a whole. It is in the file-work 
that all acts and actors can become related to one another. When I talk about 
file-work, I mean the practices that are formed in the social relations (un)made 
on a deportation file trajectory. File-work is formed by practices that are both 
mobilized by, as also become related to one another through, the trajectory of 
deportation files. This makes file-work a highly social, relational and situated 
affair. Besides desk work on either digital1 or hard copy documents, these 
practices can be found in what might be more unexpected places. File-work 
also includes the waiting time that files spent on the shelf, the transfer of 
files from one location to the next, phone calls to the files’ referent contact 
person in the detention centers, or bureaucrats consulting one another over 
a mugshot. These are all examples of file-work because it is the collection of 
these practices that shape the transformation of the file.

My reflections presented here on the making of deportable subjects in 
bureaucratic practices stem from attending to file-work – following trajectories 
of files and observing the interactions that incite the files’ transformations 
along the way – complemented by ethnographic methods on which I further 
elaborate under subtitle six: interviews, group conversations, participant 
observation and document analysis. The knowledge that is mobilized in the 

1 Digitalization of files was well under way during my fieldwork which makes par-
ticular translations possible but comes down to file-work, too.

1
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process of making deportable subjects, however, transpires outside of the 
office settings where it was initiated. Therefore, an analysis of ‘bureaucratic 
activity can be linked to wider social questions in ways that genuinely add 
understandings’ (Heyman 2012: 1270). The wider discussion that emanates 
from my empirical undertaking among practices in the deportation field is: 
How does the figure of the deportable subject that is made in bureaucratic 
practices affect our social lives? This latter question aims to mobilize sensitivity 
towards the understanding that deportable people and the bureaucratic 
practices wherein they are made are part of our social lives rather than 
forming an isolated reality.

In the remainder of this introduction, I first give a concise impression of the 
Deportation Unit as my main fieldwork site (2). Then I situate this setting 
in relation to recent societal developments (3). Thereafter, I position my 
work in scholarship on deportation (4) before I go deeper into a theoretical 
discussion on deportation bureaucracy, which is the day to day paper shuffling 
wherein deportable subjects are made (5). The subsequent method section (6) 
is followed by a discussion on ethics (7). Finally, the five thesis chapters that 
follow after this introduction will be introduced.

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   14145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   14 20-9-2020   11:26:1320-9-2020   11:26:13
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1.2 Inside a Deportation Unit

For the annual figures counts that,

 for example, someone is prepared as an

‘unaccompanied deportee’, refuses, but later

departs with an escort [on another flight].

Both will be counted as a deportation:

because the file is indeed booked

on the plane every single time,

 it is registered and prepared

- Case-worker, Deportation Unit

The Deportation Unit consists of various offices responsible for different tasks, 
and is itself one of the several departments of the national Immigration Office. 
In this bureaucratically divided site daily practices are designed to create and 
process deportation files, or ‘files-for-removal’ as they are referred to within 
the Unit. These files each carry an individual referent as a potential deportee. 
Although bureaucrats in the Unit hardly ever meet a potential deportee face-
to-face, they fulfill a specific part of the selection in deciding which file will 
continue the process towards deportation. First, bureaucrats have to decide 
what legal decision is granted to an incoming file. There are several options 
for legal orders available between not further pursuing deportation, which 
often comes down to releasing the referent from a local police cell, to detaining 
the deportee ‘with the prospect of removal’. The latter only marks the start 
of the bureaucratic work that is installed in the Deportation Unit. All-in-all, 
it is internally estimated that between 10-15%2 of the ‘files’ forwarded to the 
Deportation Unit will effectively be detained as a ‘file-for-removal’, indicating 

2 Based on the figures in the annual report of 2015, which is in hands of the author.

1
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that the implementation of deportation policy is not a straightforward 
process.

That the majority of ‘files-for-removal’ does not lead to actual deportation is 
caused by a variety of factors. On a file’s trajectory, there might be legal factors 
that hinder the legalization of the deportation; for example, medical issues, 
family reasons, prison stay, or no verified identity. There are also internal 
procedural factors designed through several bureaucratic techniques that 
influence the selection of potential deportees. Think of a destination country 
list indicating the degree of ‘removability’ of deportees, the capacity of the 
closed centers, or available transportation and security options. Moreover, 
during my time in the Unit I came to understand how external factors 
influence the selection, ranging from circumstances at airports, the degree 
of ‘criminality’ of an individual as filed by police reports, scheduled targeted 
police actions, or the cooperation with external partners on either the local 
level, like the municipality, or the international level, like diplomatic relations. 
The selection of who will eventually be deported occurs largely during the 
bureaucratic process, within which all these factors might become relevant 
in the trajectory of deportation files. Ultimately, when deportation is the 
tool for nation-states to differentiate between belonging and non-belonging 
people present on its territory — an ordering for which a legal framework 
is installed to legalize these acts — it is in bureaucratic practices gathered 
in the Deportation Unit where the selection of those who will be deported 
unfolds.

Moreover, when it comes to the internal deportation figures mentioned, it 
should be considered that these refer to the number of deportations, which 
does not equal the number of persons being deported. The numbers might 
include several deportations of the same person within that annual year 
— this is not uncommon, especially when it comes to deportation within 
European territories, that a deported person returns within the same year 
and is deported again. Moreover, the numbers might include scheduled 
transportations without considering whether they were canceled at the last 
moment, as the vignette above refers to. In these cases, a ‘file’ is booked several 
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times indeed, but the individual is deported only once. In other words, the 
annual figures of the deportation bureaucracy do not reflect people but files. 
Files might compose the subject of an individual deportee, but statistics 
measuring the work based on these files rather reflect (destination) state 
territories and numbers. One might wonder to what extent deportation, then, 
is about individuals. But, as stated, the deportation file refers to individuals. 
In sum, what can be communicated through deportation bureaucracy, and 
what realities can be made through its file-work, are questions integral to the 
contributions of this thesis.

1.3 On the intersection of deportation and bureaucracy

There are moments that I think, what the hell are we doing.

The pressure is constantly boosted.

And we repatriate people who are back in an eye wink.

Well, we have an expression for that:

‘filling a bucket that is full of holes.’

And then I watch these politicians on television,

talking about the annual figures

and I am thinking to myself: ‘oh, will you shut up!’

It is only about results and figures…

And one won’t succeed in getting them all away, you know.

That is simply impossible!

- Case-worker, Deportation Unit

What would become known as the ‘migration crisis’ of 2015 took place during 
my fieldwork. At the time, there was a rise in the arrival of people seeking 
refuge fleeing war from the Middle East, predominantly Syria. But the term 
‘crisis’ used by politicians and the mainstream media did not refer to these 

1

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   17145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   17 20-9-2020   11:26:1320-9-2020   11:26:13



18

MAKING DEPORTABLE PEOPLE

conflicts that caused people to flee, nor the crisis these same people faced 
on their perilous way to safe lands. Rather, ‘crisis’ seemed to refer to what 
happened to ‘Europe’ at the time. Europe here figures as ‘an idea that the 
world can be known as arrangements of faces and places3’ (Schinkel and 
Van Reekum 2019: 131). The suggested gravity of this European crisis was 
visualized through images of unknown faces ‘overflowing’ the continent, the 
place, that dominated the media: packed boats on the Mediterranean, people 
breaking through fences in Eastern Europe, Greek camps full of people who 
got impeded on their way into Europe, and maps with big arrows portraying 
the ‘invasion’ of people migrating to Europe (c.f. van Houtum and Bueno 
Lacy 2019). Even though ‘…this “crisis”, as reported in the European press 
and furthered by many European politicians, is constituted by the arrival 
of peoples who, together, constitute fewer than 0.25% of the population 
of Europe.’ (Bhambra 2017: 397). Such numbers put these events in some 
perspective (although I do not wish to embark onto a ‘problematic normative 
project’ to straighten facts and figures [Marres 2018]). But whether numbers 
reflect the portrayal of an invasion or not, what is foremost curious about it 
is what measurements it allowed for. Paradoxically, in light of this ‘migration 
crisis’, reception units were instructed to adhere to newly installed quotas 
increasingly limiting the number of applications to process in a day. To the 
frustration (and boredom) of bureaucrats working in these units, these day 
quotas were far below their capacity. As a result, the lines of people hoping 
to file their asylum request were maintained for weeks. To the public it thus 
appeared that the number of people arriving was too high to handle – that the 
country was indeed ‘overrun’ by people seeking refuge. However, contrary to 
the reception centers, the Deportation Unit received financial support during 
this time to expand significantly.

That investments into measurements to prevent the presence of migrating 
people are preferred over those arranging their stay is not uncommon in 
the field of migration policies. Take, for example, the distribution of budgets 

3 Translation by author.
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intended for ‘immigration management’ by the European Union. Money 
predominantly goes into measures preventing people from either coming in 
or – if they managed to enter nevertheless – preventing their stay instead of 
investing in their integration or labor migration.4 And migration management 
investments are only about to increase in the coming years. In 2014-2020, the 
budget for border management within the EU was 14,92 billion.5 In the coming 
period, 2021-2027, the ‘funding’ for ‘border and migration management’ 
will be 34,9 billion6 (see also investigative journalism by Vermeulen, De 
Correspondent7). The website of the European Commission states of this 
budget that ‘[a] fourfold increase is proposed for border management funding 
under the new Integrated Border Management Fund (IBMF) from the current 
€2.7 billion (2014-2020) up to €9.3 billion (+241%).’8

In the same period that the increase of ‘border management’ budgets was 
announced, another announcement was made that could be considered as 
a parallel event. In the fall of 2019 a new post for a Euro Commissioner was 
to be installed complementing the already existing ones, the new post titled 
‘Protecting our European Way of Life’. When appointed to this post, Margaritis 
Schinas assured that migration would become one of his key issues.9 It should 
be mentioned that despite the EU representative claiming to be the protector 
of a European way of life, the EU does of course not equal Europe. Discussing 
European citizenship, Isin for example, conceives of ‘Europe as an assemblage 

4 See also the report by Oxfam International published January 2020, ‘The EU Trust 
Fund for Africa: Trapped Between Aid Policy and Migration Politics’

5 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/infographics/migration/public/index.
html?page=budgets (accessed Jan 2, 2020)

6 https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-18-4127_en.htm (accessed Jan 2, 
2020)

7 Among other pieces: https://decorrespondent.nl/10580/tien-vragen-tien-minuten-
is-er-wel-een-europees-migratiebeleid/460981180-b8c83f7b (accessed May 4, 
2020)

8 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_18_4127 (ac-
cessed Jan 2, 2020)

9 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190926IPR62256/hear-
ing-of-vice-president-designate-margaritis-schinas (accessed Oct 9, 2019)

1
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of multiple and overlapping organizations, institutions, movements, interests, 
agreements and actors and the European Union as one, significant if not 
hegemonic, entity among others’ (Isin 2013: 19). However, the two become 
related in the events sketched above in their shared aim of protecting what 
is understood as Europe by excluding what is recognized as non-European. 
The EU invests into getting certain people out and a ‘European way of life’ is 
mobilized that is supposedly in danger. Simultaneously, it has been argued: ‘If 
there is a crisis in Europe, it is a moral crisis associated with Europe’s failure, 
in the main, to act in a manner consistent with what are claimed as European 
values (at the very least, these would include a commitment to human rights 
and upholding the rule of law, including international law)’ (Bhambra 2017: 
395). These ‘European’ values are undermined by the ‘facilitation of forms of 
exclusionary nationalism hostile to those values’ (Bhambra 2017: 395).

Besides the financial costs that accompany these exclusionary dynamics, 
they also come with significant human costs (c.f. Spijkerboer 2007 and 
2013). According to IOM statistics from 2019, since 2014 18,960 deaths 
were ‘recorded’ in the Mediterranean Sea.10 This led the term ‘migration 
management’ to be referred to as a euphemism for ‘a politics of death’ 
(Schinkel and Van Reekum 2019: 10; see also Cuttitta and Last 2019). That 
these people found death on their way to Europe makes it painfully clear 
that procedures for legal entries to Europe are not meant for them, but for 
others. It is indeed mainly the selection of people that has gained priority. 
This was justly argued by De Haas, Natter and Vezzoli (2016) following their 
comparative study showing that entry and integration policies have become 
less restrictive on an international level, whereas policies towards illegalized 
migration have become more restrictive. Now, it is exactly this selection of 
who does not belong – a selection that can only exist by defining who does 
belong – that plays a crucial role in the local deportation practices that are 
central in this thesis. It is in these local practices, in the file-work wherein 

10 https://www.iom.int/news/mediterranean-migrant-arrivals-reach-72263-2019-d
eaths-reach-1041 (accessed Feb 11, 2020)
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the subject who will be deported has yet to be made, that the ‘how’ of this 
selection unfolds.

1.4 Deportation as a subject of study

‘He looks like a Moroccan, just look at the photo!’

Leaning over his desk the case-worker hands the file to his senior.

‘Shall I start a Moroccan file?’

While taking a closer look at the mugshot stapled

to the inside of the file folder his senior responds:

‘Based solely on a photo...? No, that would be premature’

When the senior is gone the case-worker shrugs.

‘If it was up to me I would do it:

The Tunisian authorities say they do not know him’

While updating the file he reads out loud while typing:

‘Given the fact that person involved has always claimed to be from Tunis’

it is not advisable to start a Moroccan or Algerian file’

- Case-worker, Deportation Unit

Deportation studies find their roots in the intersection of migration and 
security studies. They became increasingly extensive as a field at the beginning 
of this century (Coutin 2015: 674). In line with the theoretical work that I wish 
to contribute to, deportation is the term that I use here, although this is not an 
unproblematic choice within the field. ‘Removal’ is the term usually used for 
this practice among state bureaucrats, whereas in court, for example, the term 

1
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‘repatriation’ is more commonly used.11 However, deportation, removal and 
repatriation in this context all refer to the same thing: the forceful expulsion 
of people whose presence in a national territory is illegalized, whereby both 
the expulsion as well as the illegalization are sovereign acts. Deportation, 
then, can be considered a population management tool used by nation-states. 
As Walters puts it, ‘Modern deportation is both a product of the state system, 
and […] one of a number of techniques for the ongoing management of a 
world population that is divided into states’ (2002: 271-275). Forcibly moving 
people from one state to another, which is what deportation comes down to, 
testifies to an exercise of sovereign power in an attempt to manage national 
populations on territories claimed by states.

Although expulsions are historically not new (of which I will say more in 
chapter five), ‘[s]tate monopolization of the means of legitimate movement 
has rendered individual travelers dependent on state (as opposed to private) 
authority for their movements in a manner previously unparalleled in human 
history’ (Torpey 1998: 19). The state is indeed the authoritative entity when it 
comes to deportations, but it is Torpey’s use of ‘movement’ that deserves some 
attention. Focusing on the movement of people as an act preceding deportation 
runs the risk of suggesting this movement to be the causality of deportation. 
Such emphasis reiterates the exact rhetoric that is often mobilized to prove 
the necessity and inevitability of deportations: that ‘they’ do not belong ‘here’ 
but ‘there’ where they once came from. In fact, the politics of belonging at 
stake in deportation is less about the movement of people. Rather, it is about 
what presence on which national territory is considered legitimate or not — a 
consideration that might be followed by the state forcing people to move ‘out’. 
As some argue, this presence is related to the degree of belongingness that 
bodies are measured against: ‘The construction of darker citizens as aliens 
over the 1960s was based on a visceral understanding of difference predicated 

11 Terminology here is as politicized as the field itself: on different fieldwork occa-
sions I was repeatedly explained that deportation is considered a term referring 
to the transportation of Jews in the Second World War, and using it for today’s 
actions is considered to give away one’s condemnation towards them.
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on race rather than in relation to any legal basis.’ (Bhambra 2017: 403, italics 
in original). But whether a legal basis forms the immediate cause to expel or 
not, the legal basis of deportations is a status that has to be attained to fit the 
legal framework that legitimizes them.

Before an actual deportation takes place the subject of deportation has to 
be illegalized. This illegalization of a potential deportee is based on a non-
belongingness to the nation of the state’s territory that the deportee resides 
in. The nation-state, in Agamben’s words, ‘means a state that makes nativity 
or birth (that is, of the bare human life) the foundation of its own sovereignty’ 
(Agamben 1995: 116). In a similar vein, marking certain people as legal and 
others as illegal creates a state’s population and legalizes the state violence 
used to displace those who do not belong to that population. The violent 
consequences of this project do not only affect those who are actually 
forcefully moved outside of national borders. Those who stay present – a 
significant portion of potential deportees – are also affected by this violence 
by being recognized as illegalized presences in the territory they reside in. The 
distinction between people whose presence is identified as illegal against legal 
presence is ‘a normative distinction embedded in a particular political project’ 
(Walters 2010: 88). This opposition figures as one of the imaginations deployed 
to nurture the urge for measures such as deportation. The infrastructure of 
deportation, including file-work in a Deportation Unit, thus forms part of 
this political project.

In deportation practice more is at stake than merely the act of the violent 
displacement of certain bodies. This is underlined by the (not new) empirical 
insight that many people living in a situation of ‘deportability’ (De Genova 
2002) are not deported, and of those who are, many are not deported to where 
they are considered to belong to but rather to other European territories. 
In this sense, deportations do not seem overly ‘successful’ (c.f De Genova 
2002; see also Galvin 2015). Coutin refers to this insight as the ‘irrationality 
of deportation’ (Coutin 2015: 677). Such irrationality is not alien to those 
working in ‘migration management’ infrastructures. Rozakou observed 
during her research among migration officers in Greece that ‘[t]he imagery 

1
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associated with an ideal bureaucracy— a system of absolute knowledge, 
control, and governance of populations— is powerful; and yet, the actors are 
fully aware that it is a fantasy’ (Rozakou 2017: 45). The question thus becomes 
what makes deportations continue, what allows their investments to increase, 
if the actual ‘removal’ of unwanted presences is relatively limited. Indeed, 
‘if deportation is irrational, then perhaps explanations need to examine the 
fantasies that are made possible through deportation’ (Coutin 2015: 677). 
What imaginaries are fueled by deportation practices? In line with Coutin’s 
call, I aim to reflect on the imaginary of the deportee as a recognizable subject, 
and the social relations that mobilize and maintain that imaginary. I do so 
in order to ask what political projects becomes possible through this figure 
of the deportee.

1.5 What does deportation bureaucracy do?

Last week I processed an Afghan.

The file was already transferred to the subunit for repatriation!

And now I receive a call from the pre-removal detention center,

saying that he is probably not an Afghan

– Case-worker, Deportation Unit

In our cultures ‘paper shuffling’ is the source of an essential power,

that constantly escapes attention since its materiality is ignored

– Latour 1986: 28

Inside the Deportation Unit daily practices are saturated with the promise 
of making deportable people, a subject that resonates in the deportation 
continuum as a whole (see chapter two; see also Stepputat 2012). But how is 
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this subject made, what is mobilized along a deportation file’s trajectory, and 
which relations are involved as a file goes on its trajectory? These questions 
position my reflections on deportation practices not primarily within 
migration or security debates but within thoughts about the workings of (nation-
state) bureaucracy and its performative (and unequally distributed) power. 
While acknowledging the (violent) effects of the state to be real I position 
myself within debates that do not engage in question-begging about what the 
state is, but rather what it does in and through practice (e.g. Das and Poole 
2004). Such an approach avoids a reification of the state as a mystified reality 
behind political practice (Abrams 1988). It is the collection of local practices, 
brought together in daily work, that enables the (re)production of deportation 
by states. In other words, deportation as a ‘sovereign act’ can exist because it is 
embedded ‘in a host of mundane bureaucratic practices’ (Ferguson and Gupta 
2002: 994). As such, these practices ‘actualize a state’s power over in- and 
exclusion’, as Hertoghs describes in relation to asylum application procedures 
(Hertoghs 2019). More specifically in relation to this dissertation, the state 
is sought in the relations that are built in bureaucratic practices wherein the 
deportable subject is constantly – but contingently – made.

Having closely attended to bureaucratic work in a state institution for months, 
I can hardly imagine that Graeber did the same before he formulated the 
statement: ‘Paperwork is boring […] there just aren’t that many interesting 
things one can say about it.’ (Graeber 2012: 108). Regardless of whether the 
daily work that bureaucrats are tasked with can be boring, what makes 
‘paperwork’ so analytically intriguing is that it does many things yet it is 
impossible to grasp what it is. Ten Bos’s comparison of bureaucracy with an 
octopus also makes sense here. It is based on the characteristic that an octopus 
has no central brain, but a rather dispersed one – the tentacles of an octopus 
have brain-like elements too (Ten Bos 2016: 17). At the same time, paperwork 
is highly performative, a technique saturated with power, and a daily practice 
that enables and mediates relations and (inter)actions. Documents transform 
in transitions, are both object and subject, and simultaneously mobilize the 
bureaucratic work itself while also being the product that legitimizes that 

1
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same work. But the changing form, function and focus of file-work on divided 
and therefore obfuscated trajectories is exactly what makes it challenging to 
describe bureaucratic practice beyond a dull processing of paperwork. I thus 
tend to think with Mathur that ‘[p]erhaps it is not boredom or an absence of 
things to say, as much as the difficulty in the crafting of a language to capture 
the banality and to express the everyday operations of bureaucracies’ (Mathur 
2017: 8). Indeed, to ‘capture’ deportation bureaucracy is the challenge in this 
work.

So how did I study deportation bureaucracy? As will be clear by now, not 
only ‘street-level bureaucrats’ (Lipsky 2010), ‘paper-shufflers’ (Latour 1986), 
or ‘ink shitters’12 (Ten Bos 2016) play a role in paperwork; crucially, so do the 
documents themselves. Documents surely contribute to how ‘bureaucratic 
thought’ is generated in bureaucrats’ minds (Heyman 1995), but the role of 
documents also has been analyzed beyond their merely instrumental role for 
bureaucrats. Indeed, ‘pens, papers, and other raw materials of power’ (Kafka 
2009: 341) have gained attention among social scientists in recent years (see 
especially chapter three). It can thus hardly be maintained that its materiality 
is still being ignored as previously (Latour 1986). In relation to ‘migration 
management’, for example, Cabot (2012) followed the Greek identity card of 
migrants who arrived in Greece. She shows how the meanings attributed to 
documents by their users differ and that users thus influence the effects the 
documents have on them. In his research on files in bureaucratic institutions, 
Hull (2003) holds that there is more to documents than only the meaning 
attributed to them by their users. Files are not ‘merely the passive instruments 
of social agents but active in the creation and maintenance of those agents’ 
(Hull 2003: 290; see also Hull 2012). Documents themselves can be actors too. 
Van Oorschot shows that the file in practice figures as ‘the neutral carrier’ of 
truth claims and also ‘a transforming object’ with a history (Van Oorschot 
2014: 30313). What the deportation file is depends on the specific time and 
place in the deportation process, including the relations formed around it. 

12 Translation by author.
13 Translation by author.
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Indeed, the file in that sense figures as a ‘mutable mobile’ (De Laet and Mol 
2000; Law and Mol 2001). They move through the Deportation Unit and 
other spaces gathered in their trajectory and, as they do, they transform too. 
They do so in two ways: their shape transforms and the way in which this 
materiality is put to work changes in different contexts. Relations around the 
file are constantly shifting, they are constantly formed and disrupted, and so 
it changes ‘what the file does’ as it travels through the procedure.

In my research I aim to divert my focus from actors, whether they may be 
bureaucrats or documents, to file practices and the relations formed by them. 
I do not focus on the experiences of case-workers. Nor do I primarily ask 
what the file is. While acknowledging the value of such approaches, both 
bureaucrats and files both become part of this study in my attempt to analyze 
what file-work as a practice materializes. File trajectories, directed by the 
file’s needs structuring mundane work practices, bind together various 
(state) actors, practices and places. The relations (un)made through file-work 
are central, more so than the materiality itself. In these relations, in the 
interactions built around file-work, knowledge can be created and undone. 
What follows from such an approach is that knowledge is situational and 
dependent on where and by whom it is created, as well as on who benefits from 
it. To take a little side step to feminist thought, in the 1980s Haraway argued 
that ‘woman’ is not a neutral political category (Haraway 2006, originally 
published 1985). Rather, it is ‘a highly complex category constructed in 
contested sexual scientific discourses and other social practices.’ (Haraway 
2006: 122). The point here that I take along throughout this thesis is that 
knowledge about identity categories is socially and historically constituted, 
of a fractured nature and constructed in social practice, which means that 
‘knowledge’ created around such categories cannot be but ‘situated’ (Haraway 
1988).

The ‘paper shuffling’ in the Deportation Unit is a social practice that creates 
knowledge on the bureaucratic referent as a certain category. This is the 
deportable person as a population category (see chapter five). Simultaneously, 
this practice also shapes the relations between bureaucrats, desks, papers, 

1
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lawyers, consuls, and more in the deportation infrastructure. It is practice 
‘caught up in sets of relations’ (Law 2004: 68). It is exactly the relationality 
between a variety of actors, objects, and places wherein the deportable subject 
can be produced. It is in relations that transformations take place. File-work 
is not merely engaged in a changing set of relations, as such file-work also 
entails a process of making. File-work is aimed at creating a bureaucratic 
subject, or at recognizing a file’s referent as such, at knowing the deportable 
subject. Offering insights into the making of the bureaucratic subject – the 
deportee – as locally produced bureaucratic knowledge thus also contributes to 
research into ‘street-level bureaucracy’ (Lipsky 2010). An approach to such a 
situated production of knowledge in the context of file-work has been applied 
to the transformation of files in juridical bureaucratic contexts (e.g. Latour 
2010; M’charek et al 2012; Van Oorschot 2014; 2018). However, I explore the 
knowledge practices of file-work related to deportation wherein knowledge 
on the subject of the file as potential deportees is required. The questions 
concerning the knowledge produced in the setting of the Deportation Unit 
are: what collectives are formed by and around deportation files and how 
do these collectives shape the figure of the deportable subject throughout a 
deportation procedure?
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1.6 Ways to study file-work

I would not mention that he

cannot prove that it is impossible

 to build a life for his family

in his home country.

Because then they [the defense]

might start to think about the family:

‘oh wait, the kid goes to school here

and the mother has a job…’

- Case-workers consulting one another, Deportation Unit

The analysis I wish to put forward here of how a deportable person is made 
in daily practice is shaped substantially by my methodological choice to 
follow deportation paperwork. Attending to file-work ‘on the spot’ allowed 
me to follow files that travel to various locations outside of Deportation Units 
for the sake of file-work. Being present also enabled me to pay attention to 
what, intentionally so or not, was left out of files (of which the above quote 
provides an example). Questions that I asked included what relations 
become possible through file-work, and, in a similar vein, which relations 
can be (partly) undone? A noteworthy difference between my research and 
that of more historical research on archives might thus be described as a 
difference in focus: I primarily attended to the shuffling of papers rather than 
observing their materiality. A difference that could also be interpreted as a 
methodological shift from being to doing (Mol and Law 2004). This changes 
the perspective of an ethnographer because, curiously, ‘it appears practices 
may not stage clear actors at all’ (Vogel 2016: 131). The origin, as it were, of 
what is made in bureaucratic practice is hardly ever straightforward. Along 

1
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the way of the making practice, the collective involved is itself constantly 
shaped. Bureaucratic ‘doing’ is inherently relational.

Bureaucratic deportation practices are here studied by taking a relational 
approach. As Law proposes: ‘You have to start with the relations that produce 
(or don’t produce) realities and objects and people of one kind or another… 
And what is most important in this process is whether a (revisable and 
provisional) collective can somehow be generated so that whatever has been 
created can live together’ (Law 2011: 5). Paper shuffling comprises the ongoing 
practice wherein productive relations, a collective, can be (un)formed. These 
relations are productive in the sense that, by their relatedness, entities involved 
‘…make a difference to each other: they make each other be’ (Law and Mol 
2008: 58). Whatever comes out of the practice that file-work is, has to be ‘made 
to be’ - or not. Bureaucratic knowledge, thus, is a process. It is this process that 
I aimed to study with the methods that I used during my fieldwork between 
2012 and 2016:

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   30145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   30 20-9-2020   11:26:1420-9-2020   11:26:14



31

PERFECTLY ILLEGAL AND REMOVABLE

Method Practice
Observing participation > 100 days in Deportation Units

- including sitting behind desks, joining 
bureaucrats, group meetings, farewell parties, 
training sessions, work visits, archive visits.

Participant observation > 100 days at NGOs for migrant support
Additional field visits
- embassies, (closed) conferences, NGOs, citizen 
initiatives, detention centers, demonstrations, 
squats, tent camps, courtrooms, and more.

Informal conversations Mostly during work behind a desk, but also 
including daily coffee breaks, lunch meetings, 
dinners, after work drinks, gossip, elevator chats, 
staircase talks, and more.

In-depth, semi-
structured interviews
(majority of which 
recorded and 
transcribed)

19 with bureaucrats within Deportation Units
8 with bureaucrats in Immigration Policy
9 with civil society actors
36 in total

Document analysis Analyzing archived documents
Analyzing contemporary standardized 
documents
Analyzing reports and policy documents
Analyzing the transformation of documents

Media analysis Coverage of the ‘migration crisis’
Coverage of immigration policy changes
Coverage of political key actors

I based the sampling of interviewees on the location in the procedure that 
bureaucrats are responsible for, to ensure that I interviewed people working 
in different stages of the procedure, and on the experience of bureaucrats, 
selecting senior bureaucrats in a all parts of the procedure who were 
considered specialists. Apart from some archived documents, the document 
analysis mostly consisted of studying documents and their transformations 
that entered the file-work at some point. Among them were arrest forms 
from the police, deportation orders, identification documents, the ‘history’ 
of the file’s referent, and transportation details. The media analyses were 

1
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important in shaping my focus. Especially the discrepancy between what 
was communicated in the media, mostly by politicians, and how that related 
to my observations from ‘inside’. Due to the risk of revealing the locations I 
will not go into detail about such cases.

My main methodological quest before fieldwork was to gain access to a closed 
setting like Deportation Units. In chapter four I elaborate on gaining access to 
the specific Unit where I spent the most time, which is why I will be concise 
about it here. First of all, I had been interested in deportation for a few years, 
during which I developed a sense of this politically charged field and contacts 
with some actors involved. From there, I familiarized myself even more with 
the infrastructures around deportations. Spending time in less securitized 
settings was the first and crucial step towards access to this Deportation 
Unit. Over several months I found myself among civil society organizations, 
academics, policymakers, and collectives formed by undocumented migrants. 
I also thoroughly studied annual reports and publicly available statistics on 
deportations. In this way I created a necessary insight into the organizational 
structure around deportation, its hierarchies, and the common jargon used to 
talk about deportation. It was on one of my field trips in the wider deportation 
infrastructure that I was introduced to the person who eventually would 
become my first gatekeeper. For confidentiality reasons I cannot share further 
details about our introduction but this gatekeeper made it possible for me to 
schedule a meeting with the director of the Immigration Office: the one who 
would open more gates for me than I could have ever anticipated. During our 
two-hour-long, one-on-one meeting, the information I had gathered by then 
proved helpful. I knew what made the country stand out compared to other 
European states, I was aware of recent cases that had caused an uproar in the 
media, I was familiar with recent political changes and knew which jargon 
was suitable in this location. Being knowledgeable about the field made it 
possible, crucially, to have a discussion that went beyond divided opinions, 
and instead focused on the actual, daily work that goes into deportations. 
There are possibly other reasons, political or personal, that I am not aware of 
but that contributed to the outcome of our meeting. Soon after, the director 
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ensured that I was provided with an Immigration Office employee card, 
followed by my own desk among case-workers in the Deportation Unit.

I was requested to sign a confidentiality contract that, in line with research 
ethics, obliges me to protect the privacy of the file referents and to not 
disclose information on individual cases. The empirical data shared in this 
dissertation was selected because it illustrates structural dealings with files 
in the Deportation Unit. Besides taking the privacy of file referents into 
account, I also anonymized other participants’ names and gender. As a way 
to protect myself as a researcher I was determined not to actively participate 
in deportation file practices, while at the same time trying to attend to all 
the work that goes into the making of a deportable subject. This caused 
challenges at times and proved to be a(nother) boundary that can be made 
on paper, but which is less maintained in practice (see also chapter four). My 
efforts to strictly put up with that boundary influenced my relationship with 
bureaucrats whose cooperation and generosity to share their experience were 
crucial for my research. I remember one morning that a bureaucrat patiently 
explained to me all the steps taken in a specific file. However, when a copy 
had to be made of a certain document I would refuse to do it. In this sense I 
was unable – and unwilling – to build a ‘reciprocal relationship’ with those 
I surrounded myself most in the field, the bureaucrats (Maiter et. al 2008). 
However, in line with my methodological approach to the field as formed by 
social relations, I cannot deny that I have been part of these relations by being 
present. By attending to these practices, participation might be adjusted to 
the circumstances, but cannot be denied.

1
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1.7 Can deportation research be ethical?

The man next to me shares that

he has no clue what will happen to him.

I ask him what he knows about his file.

He starts looking for a paper in his pocket.

Its fold lines are torn and one part is completely missing.

I still recognize it to be a letter from the Immigration Office.

However, and so I tell the man, details like the file number

and which subunit currently processes this file

are usually written on the top of such a letter.

Digging into his pocket deeper, the man finds the missing piece.

After positioning it on top of the other pieces

he asks with what seems a mix of hope and hesitation:

‘This is… my file...?’

- Illegalized person

Gaining access behind the closed doors of state institutions meant that I 
encountered situations I could not have foreseen and that subsequently were 
not taken into consideration in my research proposal. This included ethical 
dilemmas that I came to face, some of which will be further discussed in 
chapter four. The emergence of these ethical challenges is related to the 
relational perspective with which I approached the field. Just as practices in 
one location can transform relations in other places, taking an ethical stance 
in relation to one research participant can influence the ethical approach 
taken elsewhere and towards others. In other words, it cannot be determined 
what ethical stance in which site is preferable independent of the ethical stance 
towards others. During my research conflicting ethical issues arose when it 
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came to my relation with bureaucrats, and those with potential deportees 
as the ‘distant others’ that ethnographers should account for (Wall 2011). 
The challenge, however, is not to measure the ethical needs of distant others 
with those closer to the field site. The challenge lies in the fact that these 
distant others are part of the ethical considerations precisely because they 
are intricately related to actors physically present in the field. For this reason, 
ethical needs cannot be balanced independently, as if they were separate 
from one another. Responding to ethical needs of certain actors can affect a 
researcher’s ethical stance towards others.

There is one important ethical dilemma that I did foresee, which is related to 
my methodological choice. This is that the subject of deportation practices is 
actually excluded from the file-work, and is hence excluded from the practices 
that I study. The quote above, which comes from an interaction I had in a 
squat that was made into a home by dozens of illegalized people, illustrates 
this exclusion. The attention to paperwork on the side of bureaucrats, as 
will be further elaborated on in chapter three, forms a stark contrast to the 
affective relationship between this referent and his case-file. But I also met 
people carrying numerous plastic bags bulging with papers who could not 
differentiate between the importance of papers, and hence kept everything 
carefully (speaking about them as ‘undocumented’ is slightly ironic). This is 
perhaps unsurprising, knowing that referents are excluded from the biggest 
chunk of file-work. They never become attached to it; nor are they in a position 
to create a file by way of a ‘counter-archive’ (Hussain 2019). In the relations 
formed in the file-work these people were not included apart from some 
visits to detention centers, mostly for the purpose of adding identification 
documents to the file. Following my methodological choice to attend to the 
bureaucracy installed in the deportation field, and my questions concerning 
the making of subject of deportations, the referents of the file, deportees, are 
not included in this research. Not to include the perspective of deportees in 
this research was thus a matter of methodological choice. As is clear, studying 
deportation practice means to study a practice in which people subject to 
deportation themselves are explicitly excluded.

1
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This methodological implication does give rise to an ethical question 
concerning not including people facing deportation. After all, those living 
in circumstances of deportability are certainly visible and active in our 
societies. I thus acknowledge Coutin’s warning to deportation scholars that 
they risk ‘…to underestimate the roles of non-state actors, overemphasize 
deportees’ powerlessness and disconnect deportation from the events and 
histories within which it is embedded.’ (Coutin 2015: 674). I am also aware of 
the growing body of important literature emphasizing the agency of migrants 
despite — or perhaps because of — their dire position (e.g. Cabot 2012), and 
for example through anti-deportation activism (e.g. Isin and Saward 2013; 
Nyers and Rygiel 2012; McNevin 2011; see also chapter one). However, I chose 
not to burden these people with requests to provide me with data nor to 
build relationships with them in order to seek data. They are forced into a 
position where enough is being asked of them (they often lack basic needs), 
and it simultaneously often remains unclear what value there is for them by 
cooperating with the (research) interest of others. However, in an attempt not 
to be caught up in the alienation created through the bureaucratic practices 
that I surrounded myself with, I sought interaction with people living under 
circumstances of deportability throughout my writing. People who are 
illegalized, but who also come home after a day of work to cook a meal, who 
complain not only about politicians but also about the weather, who dance 
on the weekends, who are searching for a worthy life. And again, deportees 
are not the cause of the issue I attempt to highlight here, even though they 
experience the most violent consequences of it. The aim of my analysis of 
bureaucratic deportation practices is to show how the knowledge created 
here affects all our social lives because it recognizes us differently. Namely, 
as belonging or non-belonging subjects and everything in between, these 
recognitions come with the power to shape our days and nights. This implies 
that we, either deportable or not in this temporary place, all form part of this 
normative project, of this politics of belonging.
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1.8 Now let us begin: the chapters

In the end a document has to be drafted

wherein all of the history of a deportee is summed up.

His whole history up until his removal:

All arrest codes, confinements, earlier attempts of removal…

Because this has to be presented to the pilot

who subsequently has to decide:

‘Do we take this one along on the flight or not?’

- Case-worker, Deportation Unit

Describing the core of his work, a bureaucrat involved in the statistics 
produced for the Immigration Office told me: ‘Our main objective is to 
manage and avoid irregular currents that are coming towards us’. The 
landscape he sketches is one of two separate worlds depicted as ‘us’ on a 
designated territory on the one hand, and ‘irregular currents’ that threaten 
this place on the other. Indeed, it is tempting to turn our gaze outside of 
ourselves here. This movement to find ‘the migrant’ outside of ourselves is 
also facilitated by terms like a ‘migration crisis’ or ‘irregular migrants’ (as in: 
what ‘they’ bring upon ‘us’ with their ‘illegal’ bodies). But what if deportation 
practice is rather formed from the inside? Then ‘who do we think we are 
if we think that the others are the migrants?’ (Schinkel and Van Reekum 
2019: 16114). In the following chapters I therefore hope to mirror the outward 
gaze that is so easily mobilized when ‘migration issues’ are raised. Instead 
of turning to a horizon to look out for the origin of ‘the stranger’, I hope to 
offer a reflective perspective that departs from an ‘us’ in the here and now. 
Deportation practices are formed amid our collective, one that just as well 

14 Translation by author.

1
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includes deportable people as also non-deportable people. After all, both of 
these categories are contingent and their existence dependent on what we 
shape and form, mobilize and negotiate in our social reality.

Chapters two to five were written as independent articles (see list of 
publications) and as such do not form a chronologically designed monograph. 
The architecture of this dissertation rather centers around the intersection of 
the chapters, which can be found in the questions they raise concerning the 
deportable subject as a meaningful figure in our world.

Chapter two sketches the broader field in which deportation practices not 
only take place but also where the realities that they create are put to work, 
both inside state bureaucratic sites and outside of them, in civil society 
settings. These are often conceived of as dichotomized sides. However, 
based on comparative fieldwork in the Netherlands15 with both civil society 
organizations supporting potential deportees and in state deportation 
settings, the term ‘deportation continuum’ is introduced to highlight the 
relation rather than opposition between those who sustain the deportation 
field in daily practice.

Chapter three turns to bureaucratic practices within state institutions, 
comparing file-work in a Deportation Unit and a Criminal Court (fieldwork 
in the latter by co-author dr. I. van Oorschot). The chapter recognizes file-
work, as a crucial technique in bureaucracies, to be a highly affective practice 
wherein indifference is but one of the produced affects. Various affects, 
mobilized locally, complement each other in shaping bureaucratic procedures. 
Their mobilization is specific: which affects are produced where and when to 
enable a procedural continuation, differs between and within procedures in 
the Deportation Unit and the Criminal Court.

15 In contrast to the remaining chapters, the location is mentioned here because at the 
time of this articles publication confidentiality issues had not occurred yet in ways 
as they did in the research further on. This location however gives no indication 
about any of the anonymized sites discussed in the remaining articles.
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Chapter four looks at the methodological challenges and specifically the 
ethical implications of researching file practices in a Deportation Unit. The 
dichotomy that is created by ethical committees and guidelines between 
what is ethical and what is unethical was challenged during fieldwork. An 
ontological discrepancy can be identified between, on the one hand, research 
methods that center stage a practice that is formed in constantly changing 
social relations, and on the other hand research ethics that presume one or 
more bounded research population(s) that can be separated from one another. 
Hence, I show the need to acknowledge the situated and relational character 
of ethics.

Chapter five aims to further dissect local file practices in the Deportation 
Unit by raising the question of how the deportation subject is made on a 
daily level. The legal call to deport individuals instead of populations seems 
to be answered through the technique of the file. Empirically, however, the 
individual deportee is made in a constellation of several populations. These 
populations are mobilized throughout a file’s trajectory and formed by 
categories changing over time and place, indicating that their ‘making’ is an 
ongoing bureaucratic practice. The performative demarcation of populations 
made here is, importantly, not solely based on categories of nationality. An 
order of whiteness is maintained too in these practices showing population 
deportation, as it takes place today, to be a racialized practice.

Chapter six forms the conclusion and as such formulates final thoughts on 
the making of deportable people in bureaucratic knowledge practices in 
Europe. Drawing from the research presented in the preceding chapters it 
comes back to the question raised in this introduction: How does the figure of 
the deportable subject that is made in bureaucratic practices affect our social 
lives?

Now let us start the exploration this question sends us off on.

1
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Chapter 2

THE DEPORTATION CONTINUUM. 
Convergences between state agents and NGO 
workers in the Dutch deportation field
Co-authored with dr. B. Kalir

2.1 Introduction

The deportation of illegalized migrants16 in liberal democratic states is a 
heatedly disputed and highly contested political matter in recent years. A 
prevalent image of this contested political and moral terrain depicts a staunch 
opposition between two main sides, which together constitute deportation 
regimes. The one side consists of state institutions, engineered by policy-
makers and staffed with bureaucrats and agents, whose explicit goal is to 
enforce the law and to ensure the repatriation of illegalized migrants from 
the sovereign territory of the state. The other side is comprised by civil-society 
organizations in which volunteers and salaried workers aim to contest state 
deportation policies and to assist illegalized migrants on the ground of 
human, fundamental or universal rights.

16 We choose the term ‘illegalized migrants’ to underscore the process by which 
states move to categorize and treat certain people as being ‘illegal’. These people 
can be failed asylum seekers, undocumented migrants, visa over-stayers and mi-
grants with a criminal record. They all face the threat of deportation whenever 
apprehended by state authorities.
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This article contends that an image of a marked divide between these two 
sides is too simplistic to capture the complexities of actors involved in the 
highly charged deportation field, where inflaming rhetoric often disguises 
actual practices. Focusing on the Netherlands, the article moves beyond 
rhetoric and on to an ethnographic inspection of the practices of key actors 
in these two putative sides. Keeping in mind that each of these sides comprises 
heterogeneous views (Ellermann 2006), our study moreover reveals significant 
convergences between state agents and civil-society actors in: the usage of 
terminology and categories, the handling of face-to-face interactions with 
illegalized migrants, and the worldviews on issues like borders, rights 
and citizenship that couches actors’ discourses and practices. Given these 
convergences among state agents and civil-society actors, we argue that the 
social field in which deportation is being negotiated and practiced in the 
Netherlands is better conceptualized as a continuum that is underlined by a 
dominant logic, common categories, shared political subjectivities and pre-
agreed lines of political actions.

Conceptualizing the deportation field as a continuum contributes to an 
understanding of the political room that exists for negotiating and challenging 
ideas about citizenship. We follow here on a major critique of civil society as 
a political space for operations that supposedly ‘are steeped in struggles to 
impact the ways that power in society is acquired, distributed and exercised’ 
(Scholte 2007: 311). A broad consensus on deportation results from actors’ 
political subjectivities that dispose and induce them to agree on a wide range 
of practical and moral issues, such as: categories of non-belongingness, 
notions of deservedness, showing empathy to the ‘victims’ of the system, 
or prizing human-rights. As Wiktorowicz (2000: 46) alerts us, ‘Rather than 
assume that civil society enables democracy or serves as a mechanism of 
empowerment, it is important to understand the political context that shapes 
and limits its potential as an engine of political change’.

In the Dutch political context, conceptualizing the deportation field as a 
continuum draws attention to the contours and limpid limits of a political 
realm that is sealed off from real alternatives to existing deportation policies. A 
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continuum, comprising of convergences between state agents and civil-society 
actors, excludes from the dominant political arena those activist citizens (Isin 
2009) who attempt to transform the notion of the political, for example, by 
acting and enunciating illegalized migrants as de facto active political subjects. 
Such activist citizens – anarchists, squatters, no-border movements, non-
citizen migrant groups – are then conceived by those within the continuum as 
‘radicals’ or ‘naive romanticists’, who should not be invited to ‘join the table’ 
of political negotiations. The major consequence of the continuum, thus, is 
a restricted spectrum of imaginaries and alternative practices of citizenship 
as well as of non-citizenship. If, as Nyers and Rygiel (2012: 2) assert, ‘migrant 
activism is a key site for reconceptualising citizenship’, then the continuum 
is its counterpoint.

A deportation continuum is produced, we argue, through a collapse to a 
middle ground from above and from below, as state agents as well as civil-
society actors move between positions that are within a broad consensus. 
This consensus is rooted in a shared binary conception of citizenship and an 
a priori acceptance of the right of states to deport people; migrants labelled as 
deportable are simultaneously conceived as non-citizens (Bosworth 2011) and 
their forced removal is thus legitimized. These shared notions are produced in 
important ways by many interactions and collaborations between civil-society 
actors and state agents in managing illegalized migrants.

Our study in the Dutch field goes against the idea that ‘deportation is liable to 
generate conflicts amongst citizens and between citizens and the state over the 
question of who is part of the normative community of members’ (Anderson, 
Gibney, and Paoletti 2011). Rather, as Balibar (2009: 192) contends:

[T]he figure of the citizen (with its statutory conditions of 
birth and place, its different subcategories, spheres of activity, 
processes of formation) is exactly a way of categorizing 
individuals. Such a process is possible only if other figures of 
the ‘subject’ are violently or peacefully removed, coercively, or 
voluntarily destroyed

2
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A deportation continuum thus highlights societal configurations where the 
figure of the deportable subjects serves more to reinforce internal cohesion 
among citizens than instigate conflict around competing imaginaries of 
citizenship and non-citizenship.

The article proceeds with a theoretical discussion of the deportation field, with 
a special attention paid to the role of NGOs taking a dominant position in civil 
society. This is then followed by a methodological note and two ethnographic 
sections, respectively, depicting the work and views of state agents and of 
civil-society actors. A subsequent section pulls together the convergences 
and fleshes out the consequences of the hegemonic logic that unifies the 
deportation continuum for the imaginaries of citizenship.

2.2 Deportation: regimes and continuum

The burgeoning academic literature on deportation has consolidated the 
concept of a ‘deportation regime’ to describe the working of states towards 
the forced removal of undocumented migrants and ‘bogus’ asylum seekers 
(De Genova and Peutz 2010). This concept is centered on the exercise of state 
sovereign power to secure national borders and to regulate the entry/exit of 
people in ‘an increasingly unified, effectively global response’ against free 
movement. Deportation regimes thus usefully capture how sovereign power 
works on state and intra-state levels. Deportation continuum can be seen 
as a complementary lens for looking inwards at how state power works in 
specific national contexts to mould not only the work of state agents but also 
that of civil-society actors, producing consensus with respect to the illegality/
deportation nexus.

The notion of regimes might suggest a field that is being well under control 
and that functions according to neatly implemented regulations and 
orders. In reality, however, the deportation field is precisely notorious for 
its implementation deficits, high level of discretionary power among street-
level bureaucrats, ad hoc resolutions and changing interpretations of formal 
policies (Menjívar and Kanstroom 2014). Moreover, a reference to regimes 
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might direct our attention primarily to the role of the authorities in charge 
of the process, whereas, in practice, civil-society actors are often at least as 
important to the actual shape that deportation rules and regulations acquire 
on the ground.

The legitimacy of deportation emanates from what is perceived to be an 
indisputable right of states to protect the integrity of their national population 
and sovereign territory from non-belonging Others. In line with much 
critical thinking on state sovereignty (Arendt 1958; Anderson 2010; Walters 
2002), we believe that it is precisely this taken-for-granted right of states to 
deport Others that should be problematized. The widespread acceptance 
of deportation as a legitimate instrument in the hands of states should be 
seen as an important achievement by states: an achievement resulting from 
‘law-creating violence’ (Benjamin 1978), which constitutes the very existence 
of the state as the most important political unit in our current world order 
(Agamben 1998). To accomplish this achievement, states go to great lengths 
in applying their sovereign and symbolic power to categorically define those 
who legally belong to the governed population and those who are to be kept 
outside the boundaries, if not borders, of the nation-and-state.

One of the crucial means in producing widespread legitimacy for deportation, 
a biopolitical instrument used by states to control, manage and govern 
populations within their sovereign territory, is the ability of states to fashion 
the formation of particular modes of subjectification that lead citizens to 
internalize certain visions of divisions between insiders and outsiders 
(Foucault 1979; Kalir and Sur 2012; Nicholls 2013). States use an array of 
techniques – public educational system, national symbols, popular culture, 
etc. – to saturate the national space with hegemonic ideas about insider/
outsider as well as the legitimacy of the state to rule over this matter. When 
successful, individuals’ political subjectivities are shaped in ways that are 
conducive to the rendering of territorial and national borders as taken-for-
granted. From this point, it is only a small step towards accepting the right of 
states to defend themselves from alleged intruders and invaders who disrupt 

2
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what is then seen as the ‘natural’ and ‘national order of things’ (Malkki 
1995).

A deportation continuum, with its convergences and crosscutting 
positionalities of actors, thus highlights the intricate ways in which state 
power shapes the subjectivities of those who operate within and without its 
formal apparatus. While we do not treat civil society as consisting of the 
sum total of NGOs, we do argue that in the Netherlands it is mostly NGOs 
that are involved in shaping the deportation continuum. Being famous for 
coming close to ‘the ideal type of consensus government’ (Andeweg 2000: 
697), Dutch politics encompasses the field of civil society, forming a ‘cozy 
consensus’ (Andeweg 2000) among many NGOs and state agencies. Dutch 
NGOs that are involved in negotiating deportation are not simply co-opted by 
the state system, as has been widely documented and criticized in civil-society 
studies elsewhere since the 1990s (Ferguson 1994; Fisher 1997). What we 
observe is a concomitant move on the side of state agents towards progressive 
political positions (adopting human rights discourse), compassionate attitudes 
(showing empathy for the ‘victims’ of the system), and a critical view of the 
state system that is nonetheless accompanied by an overall acceptance that 
‘we work in a democratic country where the rules should be respected’.

A deportation continuum thus alludes to Foucault’s notion of the dispositif, 
and should be seen as a constitutive element in what Feldman (2012: 17) calls 
the ‘migration apparatus’ that ‘rather than conquering individual initiative, 
makes it utterly reasonable to accept the choices it presents and offers few 
discernible targets of resistance. Conformity and agency combine to create 
hegemony’. Attempts to upset and expand ‘traditional’ notions of citizenship 
(McNevin 2006; Mezzadra 2011; Nyers 2011) are contingent on the potential of 
alternative politics – that defy existing notions of membership as articulated 
in citizenship – to resonate with those who hold or (appear to) contest current 
power positions. In the Netherlands, illegalized migrants’ disruptive acts of 
‘politics of presence’ (McNevin 2012) and ‘taking space’ (Nyers 2003) indeed 
led to visibility of their migration limbo. However, they amounted to mere 
incidents that, despite their challenging and promising character, failed, in 
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practice, to put in motion substantial change. This marginalization, we argue, 
is produced by the converging ideas and practices of both civil-society actors 
and state agents. To expectantly focus on the agency of illegalized migrants 
as a transformative power thus runs the risk of overburdening them with 
a problem that lies in the politico-juridical framework of which they only 
are part by exclusion (Agamben 1998; De Genova 2002). In this article, we 
therefore turn our gaze to those who manage the deportation field but shy 
away from ‘interrupt[ing] the temporality of consensus’ (Rancière 2009: 9).

Putting aside scenarios of an abrupt overhaul of migration regimes, the ability 
of alternative imaginaries and practices of citizenship to gain a foothold in 
society is contingent on their adoption by actors involved in the ‘migration 
apparatus’. We thus posit that there is a direct link between the room for 
imaginaries of citizenship to filter into the political realm, and the degree 
of continuity that exists between the ideas and practices of state agents and 
civil-society actors. As we demonstrate, in the Netherlands, the degree of the 
continuum is pronounced to an extent that offsets alternatives and precludes 
the participation of new actors in what is considered to be a legitimate debate 
about non-citizens’ belongingness to the nation-state.

2.3 Methodological note

In the Netherlands, deportation has been practiced as a ‘migration 
management’17 tool since the late 1990s. Different guesstimates put the 
number of illegalized migrants between 70,000 and 150,000. Around 10,000 
people are repatriated each year, either via ‘voluntary return’ programs or 
by means of forceful removal. The Dutch state has put together an extensive 
deportation infrastructure that includes four detention centers, several 

17 The commonly used term ‘migration management’, introduced in 1993 by the 
Commission of the United Nations to improve governmental cooperation in the 
regulation of migration, only further depoliticizes the political project behind 
the extreme measures taken by states to secure their borders (Geiger and Pécoud 
2010).

2
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limited-free-movement-location centers18, a special Deportation Unit and a 
substantial allocation of police force (Vreemdelingenpolitie, Marechaussee). 
At the same time, a plethora of civil-society organizations are active in the 
Netherlands; from intergovernmental organizations like the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) to international NGOs like Amnesty 
International and Human Rights Watch, to numerous local NGOs and 
grassroots movements.

The article is based on fieldwork from January 2012 to October 2014 conducted 
among actors who work in various settings of the Dutch deportation field. On 
the side of the state, we have conducted our research among state agents who 
work in the following institutions: Immigration and Naturalisation Service 
(IND), Departure and Repatriation Service (DT&V), Central Agency for the 
Reception of Asylum Seekers, Military Police (Marechaussee), detention 
centers, the Ministry for Security and Justice and the local government in 
Amsterdam. On the side of civil society, the actors who took part in our 
research included high-ranked managers at the IOM, heads of departments 
at Amnesty International, and volunteers and salaried workers at various 
NGOs. Other actors we consulted in our study included lawyers, counsellors 
and medical practitioners. We also followed the efforts of the We Are Here 
(WAH) group, a self-organized platform of illegalized migrants concentrated 
in Amsterdam and The Hague since the autumn of 2012.

To elicit our data, we used a range of methods that included participant- and 
direct observations, formal and semi-structured interviews, and focus groups. 
Whenever possible, we recorded our interviews and transcribed them. While 
our claims in this article are informed by the entire body of data we collected, 
we have focused specifically on actors in two key settings. We selected two 
specific sides to be able to invest a serious amount of time that is necessary 
for such an ethnographically rich research. On the side of the state we visited 
four different locations of the DT&V where we conducted a dozen in-depth 
and follow-up interviews and joined regular working day activities such as 

18 Translated by author from the Dutch ‘Vrijheidsbeperkende locatie’
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interviews with migrants, canteen lunches and consultation meetings. On 
the side of civil society, we participated for around hundred full working 
days in the main office of the Support Group Refugees (SGR).19 Informal 
conversations and meetings with SGR colleagues and migrants were part of 
the daily routine, while in-depth interviews were conducted with a number 
of respondents with whom rapport was established.

In the Dutch deportation field, as in Dutch society more broadly, the DT&V 
has gained a reputation for being ‘tough’ and unequivocal in its treatment 
of illegalized migrants. Among civil-society organizations, SGR is widely 
considered a bastion of ‘good old-fashioned’ Dutch radicals and anarchists 
resisting state policies and helping marginalized victims of the state system. 
Our idea has been that if we were to find convergences between actors 
across these two settings that represent the right edge of state institutions 
and the left edge of civil-society organizations, then we could more safely 
generalize our claims regarding the prevalence of convergences throughout 
the deportation field. Indeed, our entire body of data supports this idea, as we 
found convergences across the continuum among all the other actors whom 
we interviewed and observed in this study.

2.4 State agents

‘My goal is to help these people’. This was one of the first sentences I heard from 
Marloes, a veteran case manager at the DT&V. The DT&V is responsible for 
controlled voluntary repatriations and forced removals of illegalized migrants 
in the Netherlands. In a glossy corporate-brochure, the DT&V mission is 
concisely stated: ‘Together with other government agencies and social 
organizations, our goal is to have foreign nationals repatriated permanently 
and voluntarily in as many cases as possible’. It is further proclaimed that ‘the 
DT&V stands for a transparent and humane way of working, with respect for 
the dignity of the foreign national concerned’.

19 SGR is a fictitious name. We use pseudonyms for all mentioned informants.

2
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‘What do you come to do here? Deport people?’ Marloes rhetorically poses 
these questions to the air before she exclaims, ‘then you have to look for 
another job! I am here not to deport people but to solve problems’. Marloes 
is one of the approximately 500 officials working at the DT&V since its 
establishment in 2007 as an independent unit, organizationally separated 
from the Dutch IND. Case managers like Marloes are each responsible for a 
batch of ‘clients’ whose deportation they must facilitate, either by convincing 
‘clients’ to return voluntarily or by arranging for their forced removal. In the 
DT&V formal terminology, as in official reports and statistics, deportable 
subjects are mostly referred to as ‘foreigners’ or ‘illegal foreigners’. In the 
jargon of case managers, the preferred term is ‘clients’, while in informal 
conversations many civil servants use the common shorthand ‘illegals’.

Case managers meet their ‘clients’ on a regular basis, usually once every 
three weeks. These meetings take place in DT&V offices, detention centers, 
or limited-free-movement locations where mostly to-be-deported families 
with children are housed. In these meetings, case managers provide ‘clients’ 
with updates on their deportation process and/or receive from ‘clients’ new 
information about actions that they were required to undertake, for example, 
obtaining a passport or a laissez-passer document from their embassy. The 
duration of meetings, depending on the complexity of the case and which 
stage the deportation process is at, can last anywhere from 20 min to one or 
even two hours.

Marloes tells me about the challenges in her job in her office on the eighth floor 
of the DT&V headquarters in Hoofddorp, a town just outside Amsterdam and 
next to the international airport of Schiphol, where the biggest and newest 
detention center in the Netherlands is located. It is late afternoon and Marloes 
just concluded her third meeting of the day:

When a client sits in front of me, I see a person, not a document. 
I’m not an IND agent. I deal with people. And there are rules 
and facts but there is also always space [for maneuver] and I use 
this space. I try to come up with the best solution for each case. 
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For example, there was this case with a man from Burundi 
who was clearly so anxious [about his intended deportation]. 
I saw and talked with him and I told my colleagues at the 
asylum-receiving center that they should bring him physically 
to the IND. Not the dossier, not a number, but the face! They 
eventually did it and he got a status. That gives me energy to 
do my job here.

A similar view was shared by Yanic who dealt with a ‘client’ from India who 
had been living in the Netherlands for eight years. Throughout the interview, 
Yanic maintained a friendly tone, although at times his voice turned more 
authoritarian, especially when he reiterated questions that the ‘client’ 
answered in a manner dissatisfying to Yanic. The interview concluded with 
Yanic asking the ‘client’ whether he had any questions, setting up a subsequent 
meeting, and warmly shaking hands. Yanic then reflected on the meeting:

For me it is always a challenge to find the links through which 
… like also in the case of this person, I hope that I can accept 
his story, in a positive sense … that I will discover things 
through which I can say: ‘Aha! I see!’ That is actually what 
you always hope for. I will, as a matter of speaking, be happy 
if in the case of each foreigner the result will be a positive one 
[not to deport]. But it must be true [client’s’ story]. And this 
is, alas, not the case.

Many DT&V agents experience a tension between the desire to believe the 
stories of ‘clients’ and the strong belief that many of them in fact lie. Marloes 
easily relativized this prevalent tension, ‘It’s normal that they try everything. 
I would have done the same’. However, some

DT&V agents seemed more agitated about the matter. Yanic joined the DT&V 
after having worked for years as a social worker in a reception center for 
asylum seekers. He used to have a lot of empathy for the ‘sad stories’ of asylum 
seekers:

2
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But then you also start to hear the side of the IND agents, 
that the stories of asylum-seekers are full of contradictions, 
unreliable … [Asylum-seekers] are all unfortunate and have 
a reason why they came to the Netherlands. But with time, I 
became increasingly aware that a serious number of them, and 
here I mean 80%, well 90%, simply come here for a better life.

Balancing their commitment to ‘get the job done’ with the empathy they often 
have for the person sitting in front of them is a serious challenge for many 
DT&V agents. Case managers underscore the face-to-face, human contact 
with ‘clients’ as the most intriguing element in their job. Yet this also appeared 
to be the source for frustrations. As Marloes put it:

It is not easy, especially when you get to know someone, 
cause then it’s no longer a dossier or a number, but Jan or 
Muhammad. Then I find it difficult, for example, when I know 
that in their own country they will not have medical assistance 
after three months.20 […] You remain as nice as you can, but 
you are telling them horrible things.

Ruben, who worked for the Military Police before joining the DT&V, was more 
straightforward about his handling of taxing face-to-face interactions:

People too quickly take over the role of the victim, become very 
emotional and only see problems. It is indeed emotional and 
vexing and gloomy and whatever, and you can understand it 
all but you can only go along with it that far. After that, you 
have to say: ‘I understand your situation, we can work and 
talk about it, but these are the facts and we must now look for 
a solution for your return’.

20 The Netherlands often takes care for the continuation of medical care only in the 
first months after repatriation.
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Case managers acknowledge that face-to-face interactions can significantly 
influence their approach towards ‘clients’ and the use of their discretionary 
power. Ruben admitted to have little patience for ‘clients’ who try to ‘buy some 
time’ by sabotaging or refusing to work on their return. Marloes confessed 
she has ‘an allergy to foreigners who walk into my office and say: “I have the 
right to this and that”. Then I’m immediately done with this sort of person’. 
Another case manager, Rachel, acknowledged that,

If I sit for a talk with a client and immediately feel strong 
resistance, then I begin the process of a forced removal faster. 
But if it is, let’s say, a nice family in a difficult situation, I will do 
my best to let the process go via IOM and not have any forced 
measures involved.

Case managers often give their business card to favorable ‘clients’, instructing 
them to show it in case of a police search. Case managers will then talk to the 
police, explaining that the ‘client’ is in the midst of a deportation process, 
is collaborating with DT&V, and should thus not be arrested. The selective 
approach of case managers towards their ‘clients’ seemed to be shaped not 
only by the individual attitude of the latter but also by stereotypical ideas of 
the former about the ‘attributes’ and ‘deservedness’ of certain categories of 
illegalized migrants. Some case managers engage in what can be considered 
ethnic profiling, which becomes apparent in Roberts’ experience:

North Africans, yeah, I always say about them, or always … 
with them the lying is ingrained in their genes. Huh, they 
don’t know, they just get that from childhood on … Eastern 
Europeans, well they are also … the difference between what 
is mine and what is theirs isn’t in their genes.

Another obvious bias was in the compassionate approach of case managers 
towards families with children. Adnan, a four-year-old boy born in the 
Netherlands and suffering from postnatal brain damage is cuddling a teddy-
bear while Esther, an experienced DT&V case manager interviews his mother, 
Jamila, a failed asylum seeker from Somalia. Esther explains that the doctors 
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have diagnosed Adnan’s condition to be stable and that he can enjoy the same 
medical care in Somalia with the right medicine.

We will make sure that you will be provided with the medicine 
for the coming years, but apart from this there is no legal 
reason that allows you to remain in the Netherlands because 
your asylum application was not approved.

Jamila’s eyes instantly fill with tears, she sobs and mumbles, ‘but how can 
you send us there, don’t you watch the news? They kill people, it is terrible’. 
Esther insists that there are safe places in Somalia, but she then changes her 
tone and tells Jamila:

I understand your fear. The doctors’ report is clear but I can 
imagine that this is difficult for you to hear. Why don’t we stop 
for now and you go back to your room to rest? Shall we talk 
again in two weeks?

After Jamila leaves, Esther looks desperate. ‘What can I do?’ she asks 
rhetorically, ‘I don’t envy her. They let her stay here for six years and now 
they decide that she should return. I don’t know’ she sights. ‘But yes, the case 
is now quite clear. There is not much she can do. She has to go back. Is that 
fair? I don’t know. I’m happy it’s not my decision’.

Allocating the responsibility for deportation elsewhere – in the hands of the 
IND, medical staff or federal courts – partially relieves case managers from 
the (emotional) consequences of their direct actions. Yet the deference of 
responsibility to other authorities within the state system is effective only 
when the system itself is perceived to be righteous. Most case managers 
indeed unequivocally view the Dutch state as being well functioning, just 
and tolerant towards foreigners. Contemplating the core aspect in his work, 
Yanic concluded that:

Well … it’s a kind of … maybe it’s very strange but it has to 
do with justice. We need an immigration system that is just 
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but which also ensures that not everyone can enter and stay 
because then in ten years it will become unlivable here.

The majority of DT&V agents consider their job to be strictly professional 
and strongly unrelated to political convictions. Case managers see their 
professionalism as part of an overall just and orderly Dutch migration regime, 
as outlined by Fatima, a case manager in her mid-20s who joined the DT&V 
three years ago:

The Netherlands has a very liberal policy towards foreigners 
and I think that it should be like that. If you come here, we 
guarantee that your case will be looked into carefully and if 
you deserve to get a status, you can be sure this will be done 
for you. But if we process your case and the result is that you 
should leave the country, then we must make sure that this 
happens. For the real refugees to have a place here, we must 
make sure that the non-refugees are removed. Otherwise, they 
take the place of those who deserve to and should stay here. 
For the system to be fair, we must make sure the decisions are 
all followed by actions. Many people think that if you do this 
job, you are against human rights, but it is the opposite. I do 
this work because I strongly believe in human rights and in 
the rule of law.

2.5 Countering state policies?

‘In fact, I am an unpaid functionary’, says Guus, a volunteer at SGR. With the 
intense juridical assistance of the SGR, some initially failed asylum seekers 
eventually received a refugee status. ‘We are cleaning up the mess of the 
government’, says SGR worker Brenda. Where state institutions are believed 
to fail, NGOs take up the task of improving the execution of the policy. Tobias, 
a veteran member of SGR, explains:

We are not against the policy. Well, it’s like … you see, we are 
against … we realized that … I don’t know how to explain 
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this … some people who have been working here a long time, 
they came to the understanding that a small group of people 
cannot change the policy. But you can work on other ways to 
support people, to make sure our work leads to good results, 
which would be a status or a medical indication [for migrants] 
or something.

NGOs find themselves in the paradoxical position of actively using the 
state’s legal framework in their attempt to support migrants, while they 
simultaneously reject these state policies. It is a ‘secret solidarity with the 
very powers they ought to fight’ (Agamben 1998: 133), that runs the risk 
of having the institutionalized Dutch civil society undermining structural 
changes that are suggested by activists and migrants who attempt to subvert 
state regulations.

We distinguish three types of NGOs working on migration/deportation 
issues: organizations that can be regarded as subcontractors of the state, 
organizations that operate more or less in agreement with state policies, and 
organizations that openly oppose state policies.

The subcontractor type of NGOs exclusively focuses on the departure of 
illegalized migrants from the Netherlands. Their finances come almost 
entirely from DT&V and/or the European Return Fund. Recent years show 
a significant rise in these relatively small-scale NGOs operating ‘voluntary 
return’ programs with emblematic names like Bridge to Better, Solid Road 
or Tailored Return. These NGOs often attempt to distance themselves from 
an image of strictly serving as implementers of state policies. Gert-Jan, a co-
founder of one such NGO, explains:

We only work with people who approached us themselves, 
asking us to help them with their return’. However, he later 
negatively comments on attempts of other NGOs to help 
‘illegal migrants’: ‘Well, there are these local projects that 
offer migrants basic facilities. Yeah, that de-motivates people 
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to return. Then we don’t get them back [to their countries of 
origin] anymore.

An example of the second type of NGOs is the Dutch Refugee Council 
(Vluchtelingenwerk). With branches all across the country, the Refugee 
Council is one of the largest NGOs in the field. For the last 35 years, it supports 
migrants in their legal procedures, in the integration of migrants who received 
a status, and in facilitating the return of illegalized migrants via a program 
called ‘Looking at the Future’. Approximately half of the finances of their 
local and national branches are directly covered by the national and local 
government (Annual Report 2013).21 Tellingly, the gross annual salary of the 
general director is almost €100,000.22

An NGO openly opposing the state policy, our third type, is for example 
LOS foundation (Nationwide Support for the Undocumented), an umbrella 
for relatively small-scale NGOs that are each selecting their own specific 
target group. Categories that are used for selection include: sexuality, mental 
or physical illness, religion, age, geographic location, vulnerability, gender, 
but also juridical status as assigned to migrants in a legal procedure by the 
state, for example, ‘failed asylum-seekers’. Relying on the efforts of volunteers 
and/or low paid employees, these organizations often receive governmental 
small funds from local or national sources. SGR is one such small-scale NGO, 
receiving half of its budget from subsidies of the local government.

Positioned on the critical end of the NGO spectrum, SGR originates from the 
squatter’s movement in the 1980s and nowadays offers social and juridical 
support to migrants whose asylum request got rejected. The organization is 
run by a handful of modestly paid employees, most of whom had initially 
diligently volunteered for years, and around twenty volunteers, who commit 
to at least two full workdays a week. Several migrants find their way to SGR 

21 For more on the co-option of the Dutch Refugee Council through financial means, 
see Habraken et al. (2013).

22 See www.vfi.nl/website/branche-informatie/brancheonderzoek/feiten-en-cijfers/
salarissendirecteuren-goede-doelenorganisaties [accessed 9 January 2015].
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hoping to find some support on a daily basis. Based in central Amsterdam, 
new migrants are received at the SGR office on weekdays for an intake. After 
ringing the outer doorbell, a buzz indicates that the slightly heavy door can 
be pushed open. Walking through a dim corridor, the visitor finds a narrow 
staircase in the end leading to the first floor. After some cardboard boxes 
and a collection of give-away clothes piled in the small hallway, a few chairs 
that are often occupied by new coming, mostly African migrants, serve as 
the waiting room.

For migrants, the challenge of receiving support from SGR starts when they 
go through the formal intake. After being called in from the waiting room, 
migrants are asked by volunteers to answer standardized questions concerning 
identity, juridical situation, country of origin, family situation and medical 
condition following a list of checkboxes. If migrants fit SGRs designated 
target group, their legal file consisting of the asylum application procedures 
is evaluated to estimate the juridical perspective. If this perspective is regarded 
to be too weak, the migrant does not meet the conditions to receive formal 
support. Migrants who are considered eligible for support are then referred 
to as ‘clients’. All ‘clients’ are assigned a personal contact at SGR who meets 
with them on an individual basis in order to devise the preferred juridical 
and social strategy. A file is created with information about the migrant that 
is considered useful in the juridical procedure and further information is 
tracked in the migrants’ database account, which is accessible to all SGR 
workers. Employees and volunteers are each given responsibility of a caseload 
of ‘clients’. To protect them from police arrest or other undesirable situations 
related to identity checks, SGR provides ‘clients’ with identity cards. Besides a 
passport photo, these cards contain information about the SGR contact person 
so the police can reach them and arrest of the ‘client’ might be prevented.

‘We are not able to help everyone’, Carla explains after sending someone away 
who was hoping to get support from SGR. Her colleague Jasmijn elaborates: 
‘It is not feasible to achieve more. We simply do not have the capacity … But 
I think that given the possibilities, we do the utmost now’. Given the scarcity 
of possibilities, assistance is preferably directed at those who ‘need’, or in 
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other words ‘deserve’ it most, even within the designated target group. This 
categorical selection by SGR results in tense situations in daily practice where 
a line is continuously being drawn between the deserving and undeserving 
migrants. The dichotomy is hard to understand for migrants in precarious 
situations. ‘But what should I do now? Where should I sleep tonight, 
tomorrow? I have no place to go!’ replies Aalif to the limited capacities of 
SGR and the impossibility to assist him. In another case, a migrant accusingly 
cried: ‘You should try your best! You are a support organization but what 
support are you offering at all?’

The migrants who do receive support are expected to be grateful with 
whatever they receive or else run the risk of becoming ‘ungrateful subjects’ 
(Moulin 2012). The image of the ungrateful subject becomes patently visible 
when migrants who are not considered to be ‘real refugees’ solicit support 
from SGR. Thom explains: ‘When it is possible to go back, it is your own 
choice to stay here. But then we are not going to help you’. In practice, given 
their dependency on subsidies from the local or national state, it is financially 
difficult for SGR to support migrants who, according to the state, are able 
to leave the Netherlands or have denied state facilities. Tobias explains:

When you start to count [as an organization] then you come 
in contact with people on an administrative level. And then 
you have to negotiate! Yeah, you can say like ‘euhm no’, but 
then you get nothing. You have to give up something … your 
independency and your privacy. And we get money from the 
municipality for supporting a specific group of refugees.

What Tobias highlights is the fact that NGOs receive state funding in return 
for acceptance of the ‘rules of the game’, namely, that they should not extend 
their help to those migrants who already receive direct state provisions.

Such exchange is only possibly due to the intensified conjoined terms of state 
and civil society. The efforts of SGR to counter the state policy have undergone 
a significant change according to veteran members. ‘Over the past few years, I 
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have seriously experienced how this organization has changed’, Mona admits. 
‘It used to be different’.

2.6 Sealing off imaginaries of citizenship: working within a 
deportation continuum

We used to protest more, go to demonstrations and such. But 
actually, we reached the goals we had back then, you know, 
now we are sitting around the table with the municipality who 
is supporting our work. So yeah, what is there to demonstrate 
against now?

explains Tobias at SGR. A converging dynamic between civil-society actors 
and state agents has been highlighted in different modern states (Scholte 2002) 
and in the Dutch political context in particular (Andeweg 2000; Habraken 
et al. 2013). In the Dutch deportation field, this dynamic has produced a 
continuum with an underlying yet visible logic. Driven by the desire to sit at 
the table with state agencies, and the prospect of becoming influential within 
this political field, civil-society actors have achieved a foot in ministerial 
committees, parliamentary debates and other political decision-making fora. 
Consequently, there seems to be no clear idea, but mere confusion, on what the 
actual protest against the state consists of nowadays, as illustrated by Jasmijn’s 
interpretation of the daily work:

Of course, it is my, the organization’s ideal to change the 
policy of the government. Of course, you are confronted with 
it constantly because you are constantly working with it and 
trying to think of how things should be different and … but 
there is also, indeed, so much to do, to take care that … that 
the policy as it is now is carefully executed … and therefore I 
execute, out of protest, namely out of protest, what the IND 
should have done, in my opinion. Because they simply don’t 
do it.
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Although Jasmijn gives priority to supplementing the tasks of the IND, she 
also believes that this prevents her from protesting these very policies. Tobias 
explains that the reason for a decline in protesting state policies lies in recently 
changed circumstances:

We have become an institute that is taken seriously by other 
groups, by the municipality too, even on a national level … 
on a governmental level. Well, and that is not because we 
constantly say like ‘you are crazy, and you are no good, and 
you are crooks or partly imbecile’, or even worse, no, we always 
worked with a positive attitude. And of course, it is terrible 
when you get people and you are thinking ‘well, how is it even 
possible that they have to go back, it is highly dangerous there 
in Eritrea’ but yeah, it is also, we didn’t bring the guy over here, 
or you have to let that go. But we cannot help it, but this can 
eat you up, but ok, of course you have to, just like a doctor with 
a patient or a lawyer with a case, you need a certain degree of 
professionalism.

In the current constellation, some repressive state policies can only be 
implemented with the accommodating work of NGOs. For example, setting 
‘failed’ asylum seekers out on the street without being concerned for their 
subsistence and potential ramifications for public order is only possible 
because NGOs arrive to pick these people up and offer them shelter, food 
and health care. Civil-society actors at the same time recognize that this 
informally agreed upon division of labour in treating illegalized migrants 
means that ‘cleaning up the mess of the government’ demands all their time 
at the expense of former practices of protest.

Whereas NGOs welcome their role as interlocutor in meetings initiated by 
the government, state agents also applaud this cooperation. In the words of 
Judith from the DT&V:

In the old days NGOs used to think of us as the ‘bad guys’. 
Every time they’d see us they’d go like ‘oh, here are the guys 
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that are busy with forced return’. But more recently I see that, 
like also with the Dutch refugee Council with whom we first 
had a difficult relation, that now there is much more contact. 
This is because we talk with each other about our work and 
they get to know us better and we get to know them. Then they 
understand us and we become less of ‘bad guys’.

Another veteran DT&V case manager, Silvia, noted that:

Some NGOs have this idea that the land is for everyone and 
that we should only help those people who themselves decide 
to leave. But lately I noticed a cultural shift in their attitude. 
They are now saying that they want to collaborate.

For NGOs, being occupied with immediate concerns impedes them from 
reflecting on whether deportation is an (un)acceptable immigration tool. 
Instead, they debate and dispute the extent to and the manner in which 
deportation is used. Although we recognize the plurality of ideas on the use of 
deportation, this plurality is neatly reduced to a delimited range. The idea that 
deportation ‘may serve to highlight just how divided and confused modern 
societies are in how they conceptualize membership and in who has the right 
to determine membership’ (Anderson, Gibney, and Paoletti 2011: 548), is in 
the Dutch case at best a limited confusion which does not lead to a divide 
that stands in the way of a consensus. In other words, differences among 
and between state agents and NGOs workers are not rooted in the principal 
question ‘Why we do what we do?’, but rather in the practical question of 
‘How we do what we do?’ In this sense, the difference between actors in the 
continuum amounts to a semantic one; that of attempting to claim the moral 
high ground and appearing to be more humane and (politically) correct.

Highlighting these conjoined terms one cannot discount the financial 
dependency on state funding of Dutch civil-society organizations. It has been 
argued that in the Netherlands ‘the difference between government and civil 
society in many fields had disappeared’ (Habraken et al. 2013: 752). NGOs 
compete in applying to funds, like the European Return Fund, for projects 
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that reinforce the government’s policies. This financial reliance produces a 
compromising effect in the extent that NGOs can agitate state institutions and 
policy-makers, criticize state actions freely, and promote radical alternatives. 
This compromising tendency has been noted by DT&V case managers who 
interact with many NGOs that, as Judith put it, ‘get their funding from the 
European return Fund and also from the DT&V, so this is a clear motivation 
for them to collaborate with us’. In applying for budgets and presenting 
their performance, NGOs adopt state categories and jargon to justify their 
expenses to funding agencies. This ‘terminological isomorphism’ transforms 
the juridical and political categories of state policies into an accepted currency 
for discussing issues relating to citizenship and rights.

Consequently, at stake in most exchanges between the pros and cons of 
deportation are the technicalities of these regimes, not their ethical, political 
and biopolitical foundations. The fact that most civil-society actors have been 
working in recent years within the official categories and ‘rules of the game’, 
as set out by state policies, has led to the circumscription of resistance to pre-
agreed lines of what is regarded to be legitimate actions. Concurrently, the 
fact that many state agents show empathy towards illegalized migrants, and 
conceive of their work in terms of upholding human-rights, diffuses criticism 
of ‘doing evil’ in the name of formal procedures. In this sense, the current 
field of deportation is better seen as a continuum on which state agents and 
civil-society actors are interchangeably placed in endorsing, operating and 
criticizing – yet always accepting – the deportation of illegalized migrants as 
an inherent practice of states.

The highlighted convergences have had two interrelated important 
consequences for the space to think and negotiate imaginaries of citizenship 
and alternative modes of belonging in the Netherlands: first, real alternatives 
to existing deportation policies and practices are hardly ever voiced by actors 
who participate in the current political debate; second, and related, actors 
who do articulate real alternatives are banned from the dominant political 
framework and dismissed as radical or utopian. The deportation continuum 
thus highlights the ability of the political field to suffocate the potential of 
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‘radical’ actors, among them illegalized migrants, to transform hegemonic 
ideas on rights, belongingness and justice.

2.7 Concluding words

On a Saturday morning in March 2014, the WAH non-citizen migrant 
group and some Dutch activists protested outside the official residence of 
the mayor of Amsterdam. The mayor, who publicly positioned himself as 
being compassionate towards the WAH group, engaged in a discussion with 
the protesters at his doorstep. At a certain point, a Dutch activist asked the 
mayor about the presumed efforts to deport illegalized migrants who reside 
in a municipality shelter. The mayor, viscerally agitated, insisted that it was 
unacceptable for activists to discuss such matters with him. With an accusing 
finger he reproached the activist:

What you are saying is political! … I am the mayor of the city, 
and I am part of Dutch legislation… you are looking in the 
eyes of a mayor who tries to do everything to help the refugees, 
get what they can get within the borders of Dutch legislation. 
But your goal is to fight Dutch legislation. And that’s the 
difference between you and me! … I stand for the refugees. 
But I withstand, I withstand, Dutch political activists!

Whereas the non-citizen migrants are positioned as passive subjects for 
whom the mayor fights, the non-migrant activists are excluded as political 
actors because they appear to be operating outside the recognized political 
framework. The Dutch deportation continuum, nestled in a greater political 
‘cozy consensus’ context, is based on a wide, albeit often unacknowledged, 
consensus regarding migration management. This is a consensus not because 
everyone openly agrees on everything, but in the sense that Rancière (2007: 
567) indicated when he argues that:
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What is entailed in the notion of consensus [is]: the infinite 
reversibility of interpretation, a reversibility that is based on 
the fact that the police order and the critical dispositive share 
the same regime of visibility and intelligibility of things.

What a deportation continuum highlights is the formation of a field where 
NGOs do not simply get co-opted into the state system, nor is it that their 
work just depoliticizes the subject of matter. Instead, a deportation continuum 
foregrounds the generation of a consensus among state and a dominant 
majority of non-state actors around the very notion of contemporary 
deportations. Substantial alternatives and critical inquiries of the current 
system are thus entertained increasingly only by actors who consciously choose 
to be a-political and are often indeed opposing not only state agencies but also 
the work of NGOs. These actors – anarchists, squatters, no-border movements, 
non-citizen migrant groups – attempt to transform the notion of the political 
by acting and enunciating illegalized migrants as de facto active political 
subjects. Although illegalized migrants are often presented and treated by 
recognized political actors as ‘passive’ and ‘in need of a voice’, there is plenty 
of evidence to the contrary in the Netherlands and elsewhere (Coutin 1998; 
Isin 2009; Kalir 2010; Nyers and Rygiel 2012). Illegalized migrants repeatedly 
prove to be articulated and savvy when it comes to understanding the political 
context, putting forward demands, and collaborating with different parties 
locally and internationally. The predicament of activist citizens (Isin 2009) 
thus appears to be the fact that actors within a hegemonic continuum agree 
that deportation is a controversial political issue, yet they also agree with 
and actively produce the narrowly demarcated space for deportation to be 
discussed and for alternatives to be imagined.

2
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Chapter 3

AFFECTIVE BUREAUCRATIC RELATIONS. 
File Practices in a European Deportation Unit 
and Criminal Court
Co-authored with dr. I. van Oorschot

3.1 File-work: Mediating Affect

‘We need to be able to take decisions, to act effectively. If the human aspect 
comes on top of that than it would become much more difficult’. These words 
of a Deportation Unit official fit the vast body of literature highlighting the 
dehumanizing effect of bureaucracies on those who populate these settings 
– the bureaucrats. Such approaches often tend to understand bureaucracies 
as sites lethal to human spirit and the imagination (Graeber 2015) or as 
instruments of dehumanization and rationalization (Bauman 2000). As sites 
too, that may elicit fear on the side of the ‘clients’ of bureaucracies, located 
in the threat that bureaucrats will ‘wrap you in paper’ (Gefou-Madianou 
1997: 139), or will ‘waste your time’ (Carswell et al. 2019). What fuels these 
understandings of bureaucracy might be what Michael Herzfeld (1992) 
described as ‘the social production of indifference’: an indifference of state 
bureaucracies to their subjects that can only be experienced as humiliating 
and, at times, violent. ‘Why’, Herzfeld in his classic work therefor wondered 
concerning the bureaucrats that keep these bureaucracies going, ‘do some 
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people turn into humorless automatons as soon as they are placed behind a 
desk?’ (Herzfeld 1992: 1).

However, recognizing bureaucratic affects to be mere indifferent is a 
generalization that does little to shed light on the variety of everyday affective 
practices of bureaucrats. Crucial to the reproduction of bureaucratic work, 
these practices deserve a more nuanced recognition. Affects have to be made, 
and are so in relations between the file, the file referent, and the caseworker. 
These bureaucratic relations constantly change throughout a procedure, partly 
due to the division of work that is characteristic of bureaucracies. Comparing 
bureaucracy to an octopus, Ten Bos (2016) highlights how bureaucracy can 
never be found in one (central) place but instead is dispersed. As such, 
no grand overview but only traces of bureaucracy can be found (see also 
Van Oorschot 2020). In a similar vein, we looked into affects mobilized 
in bureaucratic relations with the modest ambition to catch glimpses of 
‘bureaucratic affects’ rather than offering definite explanations about them. To 
shed nuanced perspectives on indifference as being but one bureaucratic affect 
is necessary not to glance over its complications. For example, as Bosworth 
recently showed, an affect of emotional withdrawal on the side of immigration 
officers in relation to detainees not simply enables them to continue their daily 
job. Bosworth shows this affective mode to come with painful consequences, 
located in the corrosion of morality in the work practices within these 
institutions, both on the side of the detainees as well as the officers (Bosworth 
2019). Another example comes from Hertoghs, who shows how bureaucrats 
tasked with the heavy responsibility of decision-making in asylum procedures 
navigate compassion (Hertoghs 2019). Indeed, ‘bureaucratic decision-making 
involves not only the expected dry stuff but also emotions and senses’ (Kuus 
2019: 621). Empirical insights derived in local settings nuance the idea of the 
mere indifferent bureaucrat. This gives rise to questions on how and where 
which affect arises, and what variety - instead of a homogeneity - of affects 
can subsequently be identified.

To be clear, in this article we do not seek to reject the idea of a production of 
indifference as a technique to the continuation of bureaucracies. Rather, we 
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recognize indifference to be one of a variety of affects mobilized in practice. 
We therein understand the production of affects to take place in a relational 
context. As Heyman alerts us, Lipsky’s work on street-level bureaucrats 
already spoke ‘to ways in which material and ideological work conditions of 
state workers affects how they carry out their tasks and treat the public that 
they encounter’ (Heyman 2012: 1277). The insight that encounters between 
bureaucrats and their work setting bring forth bureaucratic affect is what 
we wish to take along. To sensitize ourselves towards the varieties in the 
mobilization of bureaucratic affects we put forward an empirical exploration 
of two ethnographic encounters with ‘dealings with dossiers’: on the one 
hand practices of bureaucrats in a Deportation Unit, on the other practices 
of caseworkers in a Criminal Court23.

In short, rather than focusing on how bureaucratic systems make bureaucrats 
indifferent, as it were affectively unavailable, we here wish to contribute to 
approaches highlighting the variety of bureaucratic affects. Doing so, we not 
only focus on affects concerning the bureaucrat and the referent. Large swaths 
of bureaucratic work get done in the relations between caseworkers and their 
casefiles rather than in interactions with their ‘clients’ (Scheffer 2010). We 
therefore stay close to the materiality of the work and focus on file-work. In 
file-work, bureaucrats, bureaucratic material, and the subject of bureaucracy 
as the file referent, come together. In our settings we witnessed a variety of 
affects to arise and – importantly – were sensitized about the specificity of 
their mobilization depending on the relations that are made between casefiles, 
file-workers, and file-referents in specific moments of the bureaucratic practice 
that brings them together: file-work.

A Note on Affective Relations in State Bureaucracies

If the reader is somewhat uncomfortable with our emphasis on affective 
investments given the violence that the practices in our sites account for, 

23 The fieldwork settings are situated in European Member States but not in similar 
countries. Given the sensitive information in the data the location of the fieldwork 
as well as the names of respondents are anonymized for protection reasons.

3
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he or she is certainly not alone. Why do we wish to take these mundane 
bureaucratic practices seriously at all, if we have larger political fish to fry? 
We emphasize the affective texture of everyday file-work precisely because 
it denies these practices a semi-transcendent existence as ‘the State’ – a 
problematic move that reifies and totalizes the power attributed to the state 
to begin with. Such reification of the state as a mystified reality behind 
political practice is problematic because it fails to do justice to ‘the State’ as a 
historically contingent and variable thing (see e.g. Abrams 1988). Moreover, 
our emphasis on the affective texture of these practices also complicates their 
appeal to rationality (c.f. Mathur 2017: 4). whereas it is rationality that is so 
crucial to their legitimacy (Borrelli and Lindberg 2019). While complicating 
bureaucratic affects we thus recognize that the bureaucracies we engage with 
here are human-made instruments of state power.

On Comparing a Deportation Unit and a Criminal Court

Our two case studies show, first of all, the need to do justice to differences 
within and between bureaucratic practices. We highlight their variety by 
nuancing the ways in which, along a file trajectory, caseworkers are positioned 
vis-à-vis the casefile and the subject or ‘referent’ of the casefile in our different 
fieldwork sites. Secondly, associating bureaucracy with mere indifference not 
only seems to obfuscate the social production of affects besides indifference 
but also, and relatedly, the moment and location wherein which affect is 
required and generated in what kind of procedure.

Tracing the trajectory of casefiles in two settings, we thus aim to show that 
file-work is implied in multiple affective investments. These investments 
may translate into indifference towards the casefile’s referent as the 
opening sentence illustrated. In another part of the procedure however 
these affectivities might change and can allow for empathy towards that 
same referent. Moreover, in both our fields we observed how bureaucratic 
materiality mobilizes affectivities as well. Concern might arise for a casefile’s 
quality, velocity, and completeness. And a conversation between two 
administrative clerks shows files to be the object of care for them, accusing 
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colleagues of neglect: ‘The judges… don’t get me started. They spill coffee on 
their files, they lose them on the train on their way home… And then come 
in here asking us where the files are. For all I know she lost them herself!’ 
The clerks’ complaint alerts us to the difference in affectivities that can arise 
between ‘file-workers’, here the clerks and the judges.

A comparison allows to show this variety in affective relations and how 
affects are distributed differently and enacted in particular interactions. 
Bureaucratic affects are mobilized in the changing relations involved in the 
files’ transformation that unfolds as a legal-bureaucratic procedure. We thus 
propose to think of bureaucratic affects as crucially situated. In other words, 
we see the production of bureaucratic affects as intimately connected with the 
constantly changing relations build along a file’s trajectory between the file, 
caseworker, and the people ‘behind’ the file.

Following Cases as Methodological Approach

We draw on fieldwork between 2013 and 2016 wherein one of us immersed in 
a Deportation Unit and the other in a Criminal Court. These hard-to-access 
institutional settings make the data that we present here unique, adding to 
the contribution we make to bureaucratic practice in settings that are, like 
our field sites, saturated with sovereign power.

To the first author of this piece, full research access to the Deportation Unit 
was finally approved by the director following a personal meeting in 2015. This 
meeting was arranged via-via after months of networking, studying accessible 
sources and gathering knowledge about the organizational culture. The Unit, 
part of the Immigration Office, is itself divided in a handful of subunits that 
are each populated by dozens of bureaucrats. Caseworkers’ movements are 
mostly limited to such a subunit, and are responsible only for a specific 
transformation on a deportation file before it is transferred to a next desk. 
For this reason, the researcher followed files throughout their trajectory. 
She complemented these observations with dozens of semi-structured 
interviews with immigration officers. The second author received access 
to the criminal law section of a court in 2013, having requested permission 

3
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first, through the national Council for the Judiciary, through a formal and 
centralized procedure. And subsequently with the local Criminal Court 
in question, through a series of conversation with the head of its criminal 
Law section. This access, concretely, entailed access to its two criminal law 
floors where she was stationed in one of the shared offices of the court clerks. 
The researcher was privy to a host of work practices, and especially to the 
administrative workers’, clerks’ and judges’ file-work. Tracing cases from their 
entry, into the court, in the form of an often-incomplete file to the court 
session, ‘shadowed’ individual judges were ‘shadowed’ in their desk work and 
accompanied to court. The researcher further invested in reading the casefiles 
herself prior to these largely desk-bound activities.

In these settings, the authors spent hours, days and months among files and 
bureaucrats. Despite the ethnographic approach we took in our fieldwork, we 
did not actively participate in the file-work itself. We were not qualified or 
authorized to do so, nor ethically inclined to do so. However, our presence 
alone undeniably made us part of the relations of these practices, but we 
focused on being present, and could witness firsthand the ‘backstage’ practices 
that constitute these bureaucratic sites. Both researchers found themselves in 
a unique position to observe work practice, elicit impressions, and ask further 
questions about specific cases. Both researchers also dependent heavily on 
informal conversations on site, not only while behind desks but also with the 
people present over coffee or lunch. From this rich collection of data, what 
struck us were caseworker’s varying, at times seemingly conflicting affective 
investments in their jobs – jobs that are heavily concentrated on file-work.

In the following, we want to further situate our argument by tracing our 
way through a body of literature on both casefiles and caseworkers in 
legal-bureaucratic practices, as well as by delineating scholarship on affects 
and bureaucratic practices. Having done so, we will elaborate on relevant 
differences and similarities in our two fieldwork settings. Then we turn, first, 
to a discussion of a deportation file trajectory, and second, to a discussion of 
the casefile’s travels through the Criminal Court. Concluding, we discuss the 
contribution of highlighting, through a relational approach to bureaucratic 
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practices, the nuanced specificities in the local production of affects in state 
practices that are so unambiguous in their violent consequences.

3.2 Affective Relationalities: Bureaucrats, Casefiles and File 
Referents

Bureaucratic Actors

The concerns touched upon in the above – the production of affects in 
bureaucratic file-work– position us within the ethnography of bureaucratic 
practices. There, it is particularly instructive to think along with those 
working on street-level bureaucracies and everyday work practices (e.g. Lipsky 
2010 [1980]; Herzfeld 1992; Scheffer 2007; Dubois 2016). Also, it has been 
demonstrated that caseworkers have significant levels of agency and discretion 
in their dealings with cases (e.g Heyman 2009). Rules and regulations do 
not dictate or determine a practice in any straightforward sense, but are 
rather used, evoked, interpreted, or challenged, as part and parcel of legal-
bureaucratic practice (Dupret, Lynch and Berard 2015). Both on the side of 
these bureaucrats as of bureaucratic ‘clients’, too, Gruß shows in a study on 
border management bureaucracies that ‘[a]ffective responses and relationships 
remain … integral to the bond between humans and bureaucracy’ (Gruß 
2017: 3).

At the same time, Weber’s ‘bureau-cracy’ always already alerted us to the 
materiality of bureaucratic work – that is, it takes place behind a desk, the 
site of the production and use of official documentation. Files are crucial 
mediators of state power - and in that capacity, a crucial matter of concern 
within everyday bureaucratic practices. Without files, it is sometimes said, 
there would be no state or legal system to speak of (Vismann 2008). Studies of 
the agentic capacities of files have helpfully addressed these salient dimensions 
of bureaucratic practices. According to Navaro-Yashin (2007: 94), ‘state-
like structures make themselves evident to the persons who inhabit their 
domains in the form of materialities’. Casefiles are for instance active in 
the epistemological sense of the word: they help translate occurrences and 
persons into legally recognizable events and personae (Van Oorschot and 

3
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Schinkel 2015), which ‘documentary doubles’ become active in a host of case-
making practices (Van Oorschot 2014; 2020). Hull (2003; 2012) addresses 
the way casefiles in Pakistani state bureaucracy allow for the translation 
of individual agency into state agency. In other accounts, casefiles do not 
simply feature as texts to be read; they are also, and in some practices first and 
foremost, material objects (Riles 2008; Van Oorschot 2014). Objects though 
with the crucial ability to change form, which enables subsequent action to 
be mobilized, ensuring the continuation of bureaucratic movement. The 
transformation of a file is indeed dependent on a host of practices engaged 
with their materiality. Pushing paper is sometimes quite literally that: rolling 
files down a hallway, adding piles of ready-made files to mail boxes for the 
next unit to pick them up, attaching an approved photograph to complete an 
already existing file, or excluding from a file a document that is considered to 
have become redundant. Where files come from, how they ‘ripen’ and grow, 
what ends up in them and what gets excluded - these are everyday questions 
making up large swaths of bureaucratic casework.

However, emphasizing files - or bureaucrats - sketches a rather actor-
centered picture of bureaucratic work. Instead, our point of departure 
for analyzing what it is that makes the daily bureaucratic clock tick is no 
actor but a practice; file-work. In file-work, a relation is mobilized between 
bureaucrats, bureaucratic referents, and bureaucratic materialities although 
the exact appearance of these relations – the constellation they form – changes 
throughout a procedure. We look into the affects that arise from these relations 
to be able to ask what they matter to and say about bureaucratic practices.

File-work as an Affective Bureaucratic Practice

Affective modes that contribute to bureaucratic action have to be made in file-
work. As casefiles go, travelling through the hands of bureaucrats, changing 
desks, collecting references to their bureaucratic subject, relations formed 
around file-work constantly change. It follows that relations wherein affects 
arise might be interrupted, newly formed, or change in their intensity. Affect 
thus has no fixed form in the file-work of our settings, rather, ‘[a]ffect arises 
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in the midst of an in-between-ness: in the capacities to act and be acted upon’ 
(Seigworth and Gregg 2010: 1). Take for instance Latour’s ethnography of 
the French Conseil d’Etat (2010). There, administrative workers make sure 
the file ‘ripens’ and take care of its completeness. The casefile is an object of 
care and concern: will it ripen well? The counsellors however approach it with 
weary hesitation and studied caution; if the casefile still incorporates echoes 
of the human misery the casefiles testify to – a dispute between the state and 
an individual – counsellors must remain impassive, untouched, as the Law 
must speak. The documents in Latour’s ethnographic work become affective 
in file-work. The relations that are formed along a file’s trajectory ‘produce 
and effect affect’ (Navaro-Yashin 95: 2007).

There lies an important distinction to make, as Mercan argues in the context 
of interpreting a suspects’ hearing in a Criminal Court, between ‘emotional 
expression’ and ‘unconscious affect’ (Mercan 2018). At stake are not different, 
clear-cut emotions such as rage, sadness, or joy as ‘discursive representations’ 
(Fotaki et al. 2017: 4). Instead, we pay attention to ‘the movement between 
bodily states and the intensities that this evokes’ (Fotaki et al.2017: 4). We 
understand affects then as more everyday and subterranean investments and 
attachments (Seigworth and Gregg 2010). As such, affects always incorporate 
a dimension of fantasy, for instance of conceptions of the good life (Berlant 
2011), or, as we will show, of the good file - which ‘good file’ may come to 
resonate with conceptions of the right way to get things done. In that sense, 
affects are not pre-political but participate in certain economies of value and 
attention: they imbue certain dimensions of practice with importance while 
others may be rendered peripheral. But they are also situational and sticky: 
they adhere to certain bodies and objects more readily than others (Ahmed 
2010). The administrative clerks talking about the carelessness they observe 
on the side of the judges, a carelessness concerning certain aspects of the file 
that is judged from the clerks’ own - differing – affective relation to the file, 
forms one example. Similarly, Reed (2008) shows how prison intake forms 
attract varying affects. While they are treated with boredom verging on 
carelessness by prison warders, prisoners in contrast invest these documents 

3
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with a measure of agency. In a context in which much has been taken away – 
contact with friends and family, material possessions, part of one’s identity 
– the documents ‘stand out by their positive presence, as an object provided, 
rather than taken away,’ (Reed 2008: 163). These affective modes that are 
mobilized in file-work are tangible, then, in the dual sense: they speak both 
of the way these materials are touched – collected, cared for, read, discarded 
– as well as for the way they touch their users (Navaro-Yashin 2007). In our 
fieldwork sites, we develop these accounts of the relationship of caseworkers 
with casefiles and case referents. Aiming to pay attention to the ‘affective 
nature of the administration of justice’, we take their relationality as sites of 
production for ‘institutional affects’ (Bosworth 2019: 543), showing that these 
relations in different legal-bureaucratic settings –both between and within 
sites - come with their own affective investments and intensities.

3.3 A Deportation Unit and a Criminal Court: Sites of 
Affective File-work

The ‘State’: Ethnographies of Concrete Practice

As mentioned, this paper is based on ethnographic encounters with file-work 
in two settings, a Deportation Unit and a Criminal Court. Both deportation 
and criminal law are closely associated with the exercise of power and 
violence. They are both not instances within which the individual seeks 
the law by claiming rights – e.g. asylum requests, or civil law – but these 
practices rely on attempts to seek the individual and forcefully bring him or 
her, as it were, ‘under’ the law. Over and against approaches that emphasize 
underlying social or political logics, both research projects were interested 
in the everyday bureaucratic practices that go into producing ‘the State’ here. 
Given the fact that the work in both settings is mediated to a large extent 
by casefiles, we aimed to understand how these abstractions of the state are 
made real in and through daily file-work: concrete operations of gathering 
and disposing documentation, creating files, making decisions, processing 
cases and people. The first site, the Deportation Unit, is part of the federal 
state’s administration. It is crucial to documenting the recognition – that 
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is, creating bureaucratic evidence – of people as deportable from national 
territory. As such it is a means of population control that has been recognized 
as a punishment (Weber 2015). The exclusionary effect of deportation practice 
lies not only in the act of deportation itself - often preceded by pre-removal 
detention - but also in the state of ‘deportability’ (De Genova 2002) produced 
in these bureaucratic practices that remains to haunt the illegalized body even 
though it stays on the territory. Criminal law practices, our second site, are 
arguably part and parcel of similar sovereign operations of power. Although 
the border of the territorial sovereign is not at stake here, criminal law is 
nevertheless active in ordering bodies, and, through imprisonment or forced 
labor, confining them ‘in order to prevent [them] from engaging in any real 
movement’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1986: 45). Criminal law and immigration 
law are thus ‘both systems [that] act as gatekeepers of membership in our 
society, determining whether an individual should be included in or excluded 
from our society’ (Stumpf 2006: 396-397).

Calls to Action: Different Futures, Different Uses

In both practices, file-work forms the point of departure for a majority of the 
job. In both sites too, casefiles are active in forms of procedural justification 
– may they be organizational or juridical ones - as they carefully trace their 
own histories (through stamps, dated testimonies, autographs, authorizations 
of various kinds), while their standardized appearance is evocative of the 
promise of equality before the law. They are part and parcel of the State’s 
‘machinery of sameness’ (M’charek et al. 2013): while casefiles’ content may 
vary, they must obey the same rules. However, the uses and prospect of the 
casefiles within our fields differ in important respects.

The Deportation Unit is organizationally speaking an administrative organ 
charged with the execution of legal decisions: the trajectory of files-for-
removal starts with the decision to file an order to leave the national territory, 
including detention with the prospect of deportation. The Criminal Court in 
contrast is itself the location of legal judgment. This means that the file-work 
in the Deportation Unit commences with the legal decision to deport the 
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subject of the file after which the majority of the work consists of processing 
these files. Deportation files that are contested in court form the exception. 
The court only comes in between if a file’s trajectory is disrupted, for example 
when a lawyer calls for a hearing. This situation most bureaucrats try to avoid 
because of the risk, so explains a senior bureaucrat, that a judge comments 
that the already ordered decision that the Unit aims to effectuate ‘might reflect 
the law’ but that one however ‘has to take the person into account too’. The 
Criminal Court, instead, is the site within which a decision still has to be 
made.

Cases, then, are themselves different things: in the Deportation Unit, it is a 
legal decision that calls for further courses of action; in the court, the action 
is geared towards making the decision while the consequences of this decision 
(e.g. imprisonment) are acted upon by other actors further downstream. The 
outlook of the file, the futures the file is directed to that mobilize present file 
practices and the relations formed around them, are different – as we will 
show below.

3.4 Deportation Files: Infrastructures of Affectivities

Trajectories of ‘Files-for-Removal’

The first concern that occurs around an incoming file in the Deportation 
Unit is whether to add an order to leave the territory to it addressed to the 
individual the file refers to. This order might also state to detain this ‘deportee’ 
with the prospect to deportation. Once such a decision is composed, it is 
printed out on a clean paper that gets folded in between a bright colored 
carton cover: the file-for-removal. Much still has to be done in the space in-
between decision and deportation. Cells in the detention center have to be 
reserved and equipped to deal with dietary requests of detainees, for example 
during the Ramadan; embassies of the (suspected) ‘return-country’ need to be 
mobilized for cooperation so that travel documentation can be obtained; flight 
seats need to be reserved. Different desks that the file is transferred to allow 
for different actions, while the file gathers materials that account for these 
actions. For each and every gathered document there is a specific location 
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in the file: mugshots are stapled on the left inside, logistical information is 
stapled on the front, legal decisions stay on the inside - well protected. As the 
file goes, a high-ranked official in the Deportation Unit explains, a collection 
of different subunits ‘takes care that the file is ripened to actually make the 
trip’. They ‘feed the file’, like another bureaucrat explained. These hints at a 
certain aliveness of the file elaborate on the actions that these files call for, 
but also point toward a certain ‘affectual relation’ between bureaucrats and 
files (Fotaki et al. 2017: 7).

Affective Relationships Between Bureaucrats and Files-for-Removal

During a training for newly hired employees of the Immigration Office the 
first power point slide reads: ‘All bureaucrats need to pursue one shared goal: 
To make the right decision based on a file of quality’. But what do caseworkers 
mean when they speak of quality? It became clear that this depend on the 
location of the file. For senior bureaucrat Rose, responsible for acquiring travel 
documents, the quality of files depends on specific documentation: ‘Most 
important are the fingerprints and the photos’, referring to the mugshots of 
the deportation file’s referents. ‘We need good photos. There should not be 
a fridge on the background or something like that.’ The movement of files is 
another dimension to the ‘quality’ of files; movement indicates the progress 
of the file whereas stagnation might obstruct the process completely. For 
example, the legal decision to detain a person with the prospect to deportation 
needs to be signed within 24 hours after the individual was arrested. Also, 
the completion of the file has to be achieved before the juridical term for 
detention ends. The pacing of the work in the Deportation Unit is thus quite 
high: without movement a file risks dropping out of its trajectory.

Files are coming in, they are put on a desk, and if someone is 
not there for three days it stays put there. If it stays on that desk 
for six days you lost them. For 100 files that means 600 days!

Me: What exactly is lost?

Time! The file lies still. The faster a file goes, the faster it leaves.

3
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Paul, deportation caseworker, shows concern about the loss of precious time. 
The faster the file goes the better: there is no time to waste because the decision 
to deport that marked the starting point of files-for-removal comes with a 
procedural expiration date. But not only do caseworkers take care to meet 
procedural deadlines, they also prefer files that allow this kind of speediness. 
William, a rather new bureaucrat, explains how his preference for ‘fast files’ 
navigates him in selecting files:

If it is a fast file I will work on that one first so that it is already 
done.

Me: What is a fast file?

When there is not much in the database. Then you have to 
open less documents and your motivation [for a decision] is 
done faster.

Files are fast in the material sense: working with a small number of documents 
is simply quicker than opening a file composed of many. But fast files are also 
met with optimism, relieve even, allowing for a relatively easy satisfaction 
without too much hesitation or reasoning. Indeed, affects here mobilize action 
on the side of the affected body (Seigworth and Gregg 2010: 2), in this case 
the bureaucrat selecting what file to push for deportation.

Lucy, working on adding travel documentation to files, yet defines the 
normative feature of ‘her’ files as follows: ‘It is a good file when it is easily 
treated. When it is a Romanian, we say: “ooh pfff, peanuts!”.’ She refers to 
the probability to obtain the sought-after documents indicating that the 
good file is connected to the expectations of bureaucrats to be able to ‘feed’ 
the file satisfactory. The chances for the file to get stuck on this procedural 
requirement are considered as well; without the cooperation of the embassy of 
deportation destinations, a file trajectory is disrupted and the case might be 
lost. Bureaucrats anticipating this possible loss does not rarely raise unique, 
file-technical problems of its own. As some countries demand two identical 
photos to come along with a request for travel documents, the question may 
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arise how to add these photos to the form in a way that the requested laissez-
passer will be issued. ‘How am I exactly supposed to continue?’ One puzzled 
bureaucrat comes over to the desk of his colleague. ‘Just attach the photos’, the 
colleague waves the question away. A few minutes later, the phone rings. The 
colleague replies to the other side of the line: ‘Just staple it. No, I don’t have 
glue. Just two staples.’ Putting down the phone the bureaucrat elaborates to be 
well-considered: ‘I am a stapler, not a gluer’. There lies satisfaction in taking 
neat care to do it just right, to assure the file’s quality. Poor ‘quality’ of the file 
can cause delay, stagnation, and even cancellation of the file as a deportation 
case. Concerns arise when this quality depends on the preferred response to 
the documents by a third party like the embassy: diligence is put into doing it 
just right, causing insecurity about one’s skills to deliver a ‘good’ file. Indeed, 
‘[a]ffect permeates organizations profoundly, influencing people’s motivation, 
their political behavior, decision-making and relationships’ (Fotaki et al. 
2017: 4). Such affective incentives create categories of preferred files crucially 
depending on the task distributed to a caseworker which is intertwined with 
the procedural location of the file.

When the Referent Enters: Navigating Conflicting Affectivities

The person subjected to the envisioned deportation has to be present in the 
file even though in a highly specific, partial form. File-work enables these 
necessary translations, by which the file referent features more as an absent 
presence (M’charek et al. 2014), or rather something that haunts the procedure 
at times. In the words of Paul once again:

You need to be able to take a distance from what you are 
doing... Many people in here treat it just like a ‘file’. And that 
is good.

However, there are moments that the encounter with the referent becomes 
part of the file-work given juridical procedural rules; here, face-to-face 
interaction intrudes on the caseworker’s preferred face-to-file interaction 
(Scheffer 2004). At the time, one of the main reasons why a file did not pass 
court was that files lacked a ‘hearing’ form, indicating the importance a judge 

3
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in the council for alien law attributes to this act of procedural care for the 
referent. Caseworker Kevin however feels trapped in a catch-22: the law calls 
on bureaucrats to deport but they have to take a referent’s possible resistance 
into consideration too.

We do not take our ‘duty to hear’ very serious. Someone who 
really has a serious argument will bring that issue up through 
their lawyer before that moment [in court].

To allow the voice of the referent into the file is not only difficult in a social 
psychological sense; it also endangers the affective values of swift work and 
lean files itself. It is at such moments that the relations that are made in the 
file-work cause conflicting affects. This paradox is heightened in the ‘return 
conversation’ with families, yet another procedural requirement. While 
preparing such a meeting, William expresses his reluctance:

Such a conversation always ends with tears. Those people get 
a call from us stating that we will discuss their stay: they do 
arrive with some hope. But it is always about return… after 
such a day I am completely worn out. It is really terrible.

Me: Then why do you schedule these conversations?

Because, for families, you have to frame [the decision] even 
better. Before you can arrest them and remove them you 
have to be able to prove that they received information about 
voluntary return.

William hints at his struggle to combine different affective relations, both 
integrated in the procedure, that occur around these ‘return conversations’. 
To schedule these conversations with the files’ referent implies an interruption 
of the otherwise carefully guarded detachment of bureaucrats from the file 
referent. But including the obligation to ‘hear’ also respond to a procedural 
care, not only to the completeness of the file but also maybe to the referent. 
The case-worker is torn, becomes ‘worn out’, because of the conflict that the 
combination of these affects form: care for the referent and care for the file 
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require detachment from the other. William has to open the file to the referent 
whereas at the same time he is affected by the call to relate himself to referents 
of flesh and blood and their hopes to interrupt the process of deportation.

The presence of several affects in itself is not unusual in bureaucratic practice. 
After all, should such a ‘collaboration’ between detachment and care not ease 
the work rather than making it so exhausting? Although this might be the 
case when these affects are consequently mobilized on the same subject - care 
for the file enables detachment from its referent -, what is so wearisome about 
these conversations is that the affects that transpire are ambiguous in their 
call for action. The care for procedure calls for these conversations in the first 
place but are themselves installed as procedural care towards the referent. 
This conflicting call put on bureaucrats working on deportation was also 
recognized by Bosworth among officers in pre-removal detention centers in a 
similar way, including the confusion this dual relation causes: ‘Institutionally 
they are exhorted to maintain distance from detainees, while having to work 
with them intimately’ (Bosworth 2019: 544). Case-workers like William are 
indeed confronted in these conversations with the impossibility to remain 
detached from the referent. In other words, the bureaucratic affects mobilized 
in the different relations that intersect in the ‘hearing’ interaction appear hard 
to reconcile: the relation bureaucrat - referent and bureaucrat – casefile. What 
makes these conversations so exhausting is that the affectivities they mobilize 
are heterogenous: a conflict arises between affective modes when file-work 
does not allow to circumvent their crossing.

3.5 The Criminal Court File: Prudential Affectivity

Distributed Work and Invisible Investments

In the Criminal Court things look different. Tasks are distributed here, too, 
but the legal decision has yet to be made. When files arrive at the Court, they 
meet the Court’s administrative staff, charged with registering the files and 
‘taking good care’ of them. This means that administrative workers check the 
components of the file – are all present? Are they dated correctly? – and fill 
out forms about the file’s content, which they later attach to the sleeve of the 

3
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file itself. Whereas the deportation file starts with the legal decision that calls 
for gathering more documentation, in the Criminal Court the file arrives with 
documentation included. Casefiles enfold both procedural and evidentiary 
materials such as witness reports, victim statements, parole service reports, 
and photographic evidence. However, the files may still be incomplete; in that 
case, additional documentation may be added to it while the file ‘rests’ in the 
Court’s file room. The file, in one of the administrative workers’ words, is 
‘alive’; their task is to manage its growth.

Again, highlighting a preoccupation for the file’s ‘growth’, its aliveness, 
matters. Like the Deportation Unit, the Court faces high caseloads – leading 
to a rather high pacing of ‘through-put’ – and like the files in the Deportation 
Unit, procedural terms and statutes of limitations have to be observed in 
each individual case. The administrative workers’ activities, then, are both 
‘logistical and legal’ (Latour 2010). Logistical, because these pertain to the 
management of the file’s ability to move forward, from file-room to judges’ 
desk, to courtroom. And legal, as procedures have to be carefully observed. 
This kind of work practice, as is the administrative workers’ perception earlier 
cited in the introduction, is largely taken-for-granted and ‘invisible’ to those 
working with the file’s ‘textual content’, that is clerks and judges (cf. Star and 
Strauss 1999).

Invested in providing the judge with a neat file, assisting clerks use a variety 
of techniques to make the file ready for use by the judge. Not only do they 
reorder the file’s components – files can be a mess – they also code different 
components of the file using color-coded stickers, for example blue for the 
police’s observations at the crime scene, orange for a criminal record, or 
red for the defendants’ statements. (see also Van Oorschot 2014). This work 
deemed so important clerks will hoard these color-coded stickers to ensure 
that they may never do without. Clerks also make summaries of the case which 
judges will use in their own case-summarization practices. For this summary, 
clerks have to strike a fine balance between the demand for completeness – 
a good summary includes all relevant information – and brevity – a good 
summary does not include informational noise. A good file, for them, is one 

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   84145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   84 20-9-2020   11:26:1720-9-2020   11:26:17



85

AFFECTIVE BUREAUCRATIC RELATIONS

that affords their ‘end-users’, the judges, easy access to the ‘cases’ in question. 
A well-ordered and well-coded file assists them in doing so. Again, much 
clerical preparation work, caring practices that go into making the file ripe 
for use, remain just below judicial levels of perception when they do their job 
well. If however the clerk is new and relatively inexperienced, judges tend 
to comment on his or her faulty preparation. This caring work, like in the 
Deportation Unit, leans on a material incentive: of ordering and shuffling 
documents, of marking and coding.

Contrary to a file’s trajectory that starts with a decision in the Unit, judges 
have to make their decision at the end of the casefile’s trajectory in Court. 
In order to arrive at just decisions, judges try to aim for a judicial kind of 
objectivity. Understanding their work as situated in possible tension with 
societal demands for harsh punishments, judges not rarely point to the 
importance of them ‘keeping a cool head’ in order to see the facts clearly, 
without prejudice. This may entail, as Judge Laney suggests, that ‘you’ll 
have a night of sleep over it’, when you are faced with a difficult decision. 
Or that you ‘follow the steps,’, as Judge Beech elucidates: ‘you look at the 
procedural elements of the case, then you look at the specific charges, then, 
the evidence.’ This ‘following of steps’ is not only a formal requisite. It is also a 
material practice of spreading out the file on one’s desk, carefully highlighting 
salient phrases, and marking important dimensions of the case on the copied 
summons.

Allowing Oneself to be Affected

Especially crucial to ‘keeping a cool head’, judges emphasize, is to allow 
oneself to be ‘open’ to what may transpire in Court.

You always have an idea of who you’re going to meet in 
Court,’ Judge Jameson relates, ‘but you have to remain open 
to it as well. Your impression might be entirely wrong: I had a 
domestic violence case once. You think, reading the file, what 
a terrifying brute to hurt his wife like this! And then, the next 

3
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day, you see this tiny little man, accompanied by this wretch 
of a wife… That changes your perspective!

As part and parcel of conceptions of individualized justice (see Hutton 2013), 
the unique personal circumstances of the defendant are important ingredients 
of their decision-making practices. While these concerns on the part of judges 
include appraisals of his or her risk of recidivism, they also consider the 
question of remorse and the foreseeable unintended consequences of a verdict. 
For example, when a defendant is in dire financial straits a fine may be deemed 
more punitive than necessary. It is precisely in this sense that the referent of 
the casefile and the file itself stand in a much more dialogic relation to one 
another than in a bureaucratic practice like the Deportation Unit. In Criminal 
Court, while the defendant is present ‘in’ the file, he or she can still contest the 
narratives it offers in court; the case is not decided or closed yet.

Judges’ preferred affective relation to the file and to the file’s referent, then, is 
one of allowing oneself to be affected, but not prejudiced – a process assisted 
by not hurrying and by hesitations (see also Latour 2010 for the crucial role of 
hesitation in legal practices). ‘Keeping a cool head’, however, is not the same 
as affective detachment. According to the judges, weighing the case, turning 
it over in one’s thoughts, is and will always remain ‘human work’ or a ‘craft’, 
not an ‘exact science’. Indeed, complete affective detachment from the file’s 
referent – the defendant – is something to avoid, as a proper decision has 
to be rooted in an appreciation of the severity and the context of the case, 
as well as the defendants’ personal circumstances. ‘Some of these people, 
it partially just happens to them,’ Judge Kingsley sighs, when referring to 
defendants’ often difficult upbringing and precarious, marginalized existence. 
Approaching the case ‘with a cool head’, then, does not quite mean one is 
insensitive to these personal circumstances; while revenge may best be served 
cold, justice, to these judges, requires the cultivation of a prudential affectivity 
that is sensitive to both the severity of the case and the – sometimes - dire 
personal circumstances of the defendant. That is, in order to make just 
decisions, judges have to allow themselves to be affected by it contrary to the 
file-workers in the Deportation Unit where a disruption of detachment to the 
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referent confuses the file-work of effectuating an already taken decision. As 
Judge Emerald reflects: ‘We’ve got an ugly power, you see, to shape people’s 
lives in such a far-reaching manner.’ For decisions to be just, they have to 
be responsive to the specific texture and weight of the events in question. 
In order for them to appreciate the gravity of the case, as well as possible 
extenuating circumstances, these criminal law judges tend to value hesitation 
and reflection on the case.

The relations unfolding around file-work in a Criminal Court, then, are varied 
and create different affectivities. Affectivities here also seem hierarchically 
distributed. Where administrative workers and clerks are charged with 
material care for the file, judges instead may allow themselves to be affected 
by its contents. Although they want to remain impartial, they cannot remain 
indifferent – even though indifference may be a ‘structural effect’ of these legal 
practices. This exercise of prudential judgment predicated on the capacity 
to ‘arrive at a clear picture’ before the court session, and the capacity to 
think things over, in other words the capacity to hesitate, is in many ways 
crucially dependent on the diligent work that administrative workers and 
clerks put in the transformation of a file. A good file, from the perspective of 
this prudential affectivity, is one that allows easy access to its informational 
substance, including the personal circumstances of the defendant. If judges 
may concern themselves with the referent of the casefile, they may however 
remain quite indifferent to the casefile’s materiality: that, after all, is the clerks’ 
job. The paradox that arises between ‘hearing’ the subject and responding 
to the call to effectuate an already taken decision, as occurred in the 
Deportation Unit, then, is here stretched out over various kinds of workers. 
What the comparisons between our two fields emphasize is that the affects 
that are mobilized in file-work are shown to be local, unevenly distributed 
accomplishments.

3.6  Situated Affectivities and Violent Effects

In the preceding pages, we have explored the production of various 
institutional affects in bureaucratic practices. We particularly looked into 

3
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affective investments that we observed in file-work, more precisely in the 
relations that are formed on a file’s trajectory between caseworker, casefile and 
file referent. Asking empirically what different kind of affects are mobilized 
in the relations that become possible through file-work, and how and where, 
is a move away from understandings of bureaucracies as merely governed 
by plans, reasons, commitments or procedures. What appear as merely two 
exemplars of a larger bureaucratic logic of cutting up tasks and distributing 
responsibilities, are two sites of bureaucratic practices saturated with 
differently distributed and varying affectivities.

While indifference may certainly appear as an effect of these practices 
especially to those who are brought ‘under’ the judgment of the Deportation 
Unit or Criminal Court, these practices are saturated in affects such as 
diligence, concern, and exhaustion, too. In the Deportation Unit, procedural 
demands that ‘open’ the file to the voice of the potential deportee are treated 
with weariness because it messes with the detachment of the bureaucrat to 
the ‘human aspect’ whereas the concern for procedure – the same procedure 
that does require this care to the referent - does not allow for too much of 
consideration towards these subjects. Here, an uneasy conflict of affects 
appears making it difficult to negotiate their dual affective call. In the 
Criminal Court, material concern for the files is delegated to ‘lower’ levels 
in the Court’s hierarchy. These practices set the stage for the mobilization of 
a judicial prudence, within which an affective relation with the file referent 
is desired – if always something to be kept prudentially in check. And while 
administrative personnel and court clerks may remain somewhat detached 
from the individual ‘behind’ the file while they are invested in its material 
shape and content, judges instead explicitly aim for the casefile to move them, 
to be affected.

The affective modalities in both cases differ when paying close attention to 
where and when they occur; in which set of relations. These affects change 
throughout a procedure and their variety - at times conflicting, other times 
collaborating - shapes these practices. Affects are not isolated to a singular 
bureaucratic actor. They have to be engineered, mobilized, in a relational 
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setting. By treating affects as mediated and local accomplishments in the 
relations mobilized in file-work, our comparative approach is also an attempt 
to avoid a partial obfuscation of these practices caused by a dominant focus on 
an omnipresent affect like indifference as a mere effect of bureaucratic practice. 
Indeed, the necessity to ‘remain’ distant, or rather to aim for detachment, 
hints at the familiar affect of indifference in these practices as Herzfeld 
recognized it. However, to understand this demand for ‘detachment’ simply 
as a psychological, adaptive technique (as in: they have to think this way, 
otherwise they wouldn’t be able to do this job) does not teach us much about 
the specifics of this detachment. The file-work we attended to put forward 
bureaucrats to be affectively invested in doing a good job, which requires 
different modes from them depending on the dense knotting of relations 
they get caught up in through file-work. Their job does not merely require an 
‘indifferent’ or ‘detached’ affective mode but a variety of affects depending 
on the relations involved in the file-work at a specific moment. Differences 
occur within and between bureaucratic practices, also depending on what 
affect is required where and when. The comparative character of this paper 
emphasizes the importance to pay attention to how affects offer insights into 
the specificities of bureaucratic practice. To learn more about bureaucracies 
and their violent yet normalized effects, we need to be sensitive towards the 
particularities of where which affect become productive, and how these affects 
can be mobilized in the relations that are built in the file-work.

In conclusion we therefore wish to share hopes with Berlant that: ‘while one 
can’t intend an affect, one can become attentive to the nimbus of affects whose 
dynamics move along and make worlds, situations, and environments’ (Berlant 
and Greenwald 2012: 88). If our goal is to inquire into the way bureaucracies 
shape our lives, indeed how bureaucracies distort and compromise our worlds 
- and in our cases violently so - reflective questions need to be raised about the 
situated presence of affects in bureaucratic relations. Studying not its violent 
effects but the affective relations made at the level of everyday practice is a way 
of relating ourselves politically to these bureaucratic practices. In this, this 
article is not ‘critical’, in that we do not seek a position outside of the state, 
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distancing ourselves from it in order to criticize it (and hence running the risk 
of reifying its power); rather, we sought a relational and engaged position in 
recognition of our shared and compromised social reality.
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Chapter 4

MATERIAL GUIDES IN ETHICALLY 
CHALLENGING FIELDS. Following deportation 
files.

4.1 Introduction

How do daily bureaucratic practices manage to make a deportable person? 
This was my empirical question during my ethnographic fieldwork in the 
Deportation Unit of an Immigration Office. Here, contemporary deportations 
are carried out in a highly bureaucratized process wherein the work is 
extensively divided. For a deportation file to present a legalized deportation 
many different little steps are mobilized whereby various actors with different 
skills and authorities are involved. This makes it impossible to become 
familiar with the development of deportation cases by staying put in one 
setting. Bureaucrats, my initial research participants, stuck mostly to their 
desks while adding their small bit to the file’s trajectory. So instead of focusing 
on bureaucrats as my research population, to get a sense of the deportation 
process as a whole I followed the deportation file and observed the practices 
that unfolded around it. I did so for six months in the year 2016 during which 
time my fieldwork proved to be a fruitful soil for ethical dilemmas. Dilemmas 
that were not covered by the ethical guidelines in my research design but 
weighed heavily on me given the high political, financial and in particular 
human costs involved with deportations.
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In this chapter I will highlight how research ethics as perceived in the phase 
of research design fell short whilst I was on my fieldwork. The reason for 
this shortcoming is twofold. Firstly, the ethical dilemmas I faced were 
unanticipated due to the securitized environment wherein deportations take 
place. Access difficulties and the obfuscation created by the file’s dispersed 
trajectory made it hard to anticipate beforehand what I would encounter. 
The second reason is related to my methodological choice to focus on file-
work as a practice rather than (the motivation of) people. In attending to a 
practice, a network of multiple actors involved became visible rather than 
a singular research population. But the ethical guidelines in social science 
methodology handbooks which I adopted in my research design were 
formulated in an actor-centered manner. This caused a misfit between ethical 
guidelines and fieldwork practice since the uniform and bounded actor to 
whom these guidelines were directed did not exist in my field. Hence the at 
times conflicting ethical needs among several research actors, enforced by 
the unequal distribution of power between bureaucrats and deportees, were 
similarly missing in ethical guidelines.

To learn from this experience, I aim to stir a discussion about the gap between 
ethics in the phase of research design that is mostly inspired by ‘textbook 
ethics’, and ethical dilemmas that an ethnographer encounters in the field. 
I firstly share the dilemmas faced during my fieldwork in the Deportation 
Unit. The thought-experiment that follows serves to further illustrate the 
gap between textbook ethics and ethics in the field. Then I will discuss the 
challenge to prepare for ethical dilemmas in a field wherein practices remain 
hidden until you get to them. Thereafter I show how the actor-centered 
character of ethical guidelines makes them not necessarily useful when 
using practice-oriented methods. The question thus becomes how to rethink 
ethics so that they support a practice-oriented ethnographer to make ethical 
decisions when embedded in ethically challenging fields.

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   94145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   94 20-9-2020   11:26:1720-9-2020   11:26:17



95

FOLLOWING DEPORTATION FILES 

4.2 Clean hands? Losing innocence on fieldwork in the 
Deportation Unit

Ethical dilemma #1: Participant observation and involvement in the field.

I followed deportation files from the moment that the police presented 
a potential deportee to the Immigration Office’s Deportation Unit, to the 
identification of a deportees’ nationality in order to obtain travel documents 
from the embassies, to the preparations of an eventual flight. Although my 
main ethnographic method was ‘participant observation’ by being present 
on the work floor fulltime, I was adamant not to actively participate in the 
deportation process. This meant that I avoided any contribution from my side 
to the development of deportation files. Keeping the ethics of my research in 
mind I felt obliged to uphold such moral integrity even though this sometimes 
came at the expense of social acceptance in the field. For example, if someone 
took the time to guide me through every tiny step in their work and they 
would ask me to copy something for the file, I would refuse by explaining I 
had to stay out of the actual practices in order to maintain a strict dividing 
line as a researcher. Although this seemed to be accepted, I could not deny 
that, despite my efforts, my embeddedness in the field actually did change 
the practice I attended to.

I remember sitting next to a bureaucrat, Abigail, whose work I had followed 
that morning. Meticulously following every step, I hoped to better understand 
the file’s trajectory. At a certain point though I got confused and asked 
her why she did not tick a specific box in the file she was working on. She 
hesitated and took some seconds to think. Then Abigail replied: ‘Indeed, you 
are right, it has to be marked! That would’ve been an administrative mistake 
otherwise!’ I thus had unexpected influence on the completeness hence 
future development of this file. Whereas such influence from my side on the 
file happened accidentally, I had restless nights about the extent to which I 
carried an ethical responsibility for actively intervening in a deportation file’s 
trajectory. The knowledge that became accessible to me by being present inside 
the Deportation Unit could influence individual deportations if I would take 
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this knowledge outside of the Immigration Office to make it accessible too 
for a lawyer or NGO for example.

Ethical dilemma #2: What to do when being witness to the bureaucratic 
art of cheating in legal practice.

During a training for new functionaries in the Deportation Unit that I 
attended in my first days, a senior functionary called Evelyn had repeatedly 
emphasized the importance of checking the completeness of a deportation 
decision in the files. If it is decided that a person arrested by the police will 
be detained in order to eventually be deported, the potential deportee has 
to be informed about this that is then confirmed with a signature on a legal 
document stating that the person is detained with the prospect of deportation. 
This legal decision has to be ‘signed’ within 24 hours of the arrest. Evelyn 
emphasized: ‘This is very important. Make sure you do it right. Otherwise 
we will have to release them on the basis of an administrative mistake.’ From 
the examples that she showed us in running files it occurred that the potential 
deportee is not always the one who signed. Evelyn explained that the decision 
may also be signed by the functionaries themselves by stating ‘refusing to 
sign’, so that ‘for us, it is signed nonetheless’.

However, it still happens that a functionary further down the process 
discovers that there is no signature nor a ‘refusal to sign’ indicated on the 
decision in the file. Kevin, a colleague of Evelyn, shared his view on juridical 
rules like this signature: ‘We cheat on little things that do not really matter 
to us. For example, if a decision for detention is not signed, well, for me that’s 
a futility. But for a jurist it is not. For me however, that person is not unfairly 
detained’. Kevin further shared his opinion that the current legal framework 
stands in the way of a fair system:

We will do a bit of cheating but well, I justify that for myself 
by... they cheat even more; with their endless asylum requests… 
We get the feeling that there are too many rights, so many that 
we cannot do our job! According to the law, someone can file 
an asylum request up to ten minutes before departure so that 
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means nobody can ever leave. So, we need to cross the line a 
bit because if we don’t we will never succeed…

Thought-Experiment: ‘Is it ethical to continue fieldwork if…’

A few months after I came back from fieldwork in the Deportation Unit, I 
lectured in the same bachelor course on research methods that I myself had 
attended as a student. The students were asked to stand up and then I told 
them to sit down and remain seated when they would answer ‘no’ to one of the 
questions I was about to ask them. The questions started with the following: 
‘Is it ethically justified to continue research if…’, hence sitting down meant 
that the student considered the fieldwork to transgress ethical boundaries. 
The questions were:

Box 1 Is it ethically justified to continue research if:

1. Your participants act unlawfully?

2. These participants act from a position of power towards those who 
might be disadvantaged by these unlawful acts? 

3. The unlawful acts by your participants potentially harm this 
disadvantaged group? 

Question 1: Is it ethically justified to continue research if your partici-
pants act unlawfully?

Some murmuring and a little thinking time resulted in a 
handful of students sitting down. It is not uncommon for 
ethnographies to observe illicit or illegal acts by their research 
participants (see also Small et. al. 2014). The protection of 
participants as an ethical rule mostly justifies not reporting 
these cases. To report illegal acts in these cases could seriously 
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cause harm to participants. Think about a jail sentence, loss of 
income, or social exclusion.

Question 2: Is it ethically justified to continue research if these partici-
pants act from a position of power towards those who are disadvantaged 
by these unlawful acts?

Now the murmuring intensified in the lecture hall. After 
all, early ethnographies that are as such part of a student’s 
literature list mostly deal with respondents who might 
not quite stick to legal frameworks but who formed part 
of a marginalized group. Now that this question turns this 
relationship of ethnography with the marginalized versus the 
powerful upside down some turmoil went through the lecture 
hall but after consulting one’s neighbors eventually about 80% 
of students sat down.

Question 3: Is it ethically justified to continue research if the unlawful 
acts by your participants potentially harm the disadvantaged group over 
whom they have power?

Adding ‘harm’ to the situation does seem to make things 
easier. This comes as no surprise given the curriculum on 
research ethics wherein there seems to exist a consensus on 
the ethical ‘rule’ that, at all times, harm to participants must be 
prevented. Without much deliberation, all students sat down 
indicating their opinion that it would be unethical to continue 
the research if unlawful acts of one’s ‘powerful’ participants 
might harm marginalized others.

Considering the thought experiment, none of my students answered yes to 
all three questions whether it is ‘ethical to continue research if…’. Yet, in my 
research, all given situations occurred: 1) bureaucrats knowingly cheated in 
legal practices, 2) they were doing so from a position of power in relation to 
those who might be disadvantaged by these acts, and 3) this influenced the 
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possibility of an actual deportation which could be considered as serious 
harm. Was my research unethical? Not according to my ethical justification 
in my research design. Yet this was not reassuring since my research design 
failed to address the ethical challenges I faced. Hence, I explained my dilemma 
to my supervisors in an email with the subject ‘serious ethical challenges’. 
The reply was that neither knew how to advise me but ‘to follow your own 
moral compass’. Having run out of my sources for ethical guidance I was still 
highly confused and worried about what to do. Why was I not prepared for 
these ethical challenges I faced? My answer to this question is twofold: first of 
all, the ethical challenges themselves and their seriousness were unforeseen 
especially so due to the secretive character of the field. Secondly, ethical 
guidelines are shaped around a singular actor whereby the broader network 
involved gets overlooked and therewith the relations between actors in this 
network although conflicting ethical needs might be produced between them 
as well as differences in positions of power.

4.3 Navigating access to a Deportation Unit

One reason for being unprepared for the ethical concerns that arose in the 
field is that the Deportation Unit appeared to be such a closed off environment 
that it was impossible to get a taste of what to expect behind those closed 
doors. The Deportation Unit as part of the Immigration Office cannot be 
entered unless one is an employee or registered guest who is accompanied 
throughout the visit. Even bathroom visits require a personalized keycard. 
That access had to be worked for was certain but there was no clear-cut 
trajectory on how to gain access for research purposes (see also Belcher and 
Martin 2013; 2019). For about a year I worked on gaining access in a trial and 
error fashion. During this year the extent of access I would eventually obtain 
remained unknown.

I approached local organizations, academics, collectives formed by 
undocumented migrants and policymakers through emails, phone calls, 
events, and visits. I also studied annual reports and deportation statistics 
from the Immigration Office, followed news related to the subject through 
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different media outlets and worked on my local language skills. Through the 
wide network I had built after some months I could join a lawyer during his 
consultation hours at an NGO supporting those with immigration issues. 
Here I learned crucial terminology like the relevant legal articles and orders 
and their abbreviations on the work floor. To make oneself knowledgeable of 
the appropriate terms is also key. For example, ‘deportation’ is not considered 
neutral but understood as a term used by opponents of deportation. Instead, 
‘removal’ is used within the Immigration Office.

On some rare occasions I managed through my contacts to schedule a 
coffee appointment with an immigration officer but some days later these 
meetings would be cancelled due to a supervisor who did not give the required 
permission. Hierarchy, I learned, was crucial in this state institution. Then, 
over drinks after a lecture organized by an association for international 
relations that I had attended for network purposes, I was lucky to meet a 
rather high-ranking official. He was kind enough to use his old boys’ network 
to forward my contact information directly to the director of the Immigration 
Office with the request for a meeting. Soon after, the personal secretary of the 
director contacted me to schedule a meeting at the directors’ private office. The 
gigantic room with a stunning skyline view was cheered-up by scale model 
airplanes and a desk loaded with stacks of paper. We endlessly talked about 
the national deportation rates, why annual figures differ drastically at times, 
which legal articles or measures smoothen or obstruct the process, and the 
differences between neighboring countries – subjects and figures I became 
familiar with whilst preparing my fieldwork.

Last but not least, the conversation went rather smoothly as I was not primarily 
interested in bureaucrats due to my methodological choice of following file 
trajectories. The former approach is more common in bureaucracy studies. 
Think for example about Arendt’s analysis of the ‘banality of evil’ (2006) or 
Herzfeld’s ‘production of indifference’ (1993, see also chapter three). Both 
these studies aim to solve the puzzle of how ordinary individuals can become 
involved in extreme practices. The answer is sought in the machinery that a 
bureaucracy becomes through the acts of multiple individual bureaucrats. 
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Although my findings do not necessarily contradict this answer, the puzzle 
that I aimed to solve was not focused on bureaucrats but the technicalities of 
the work. This enabled our conversation to move away from initial normative 
judgements around questions like ‘how can one possibly execute this policy?’ 
Such questions easily create dichotomies in politically loaded topics like 
deportation. Not long after our conversation the director granted my request 
for an employee badge which also served as a key. I was also provided with 
my own desk within the Deportation Unit. For the six months that followed 
I stuck to a nine to five office rhythm being present fulltime on the work 
floor.

4.4 Lost in a beehive: obfuscation behind closed doors

Soon after I received my key card I realized that I did not have full access yet. 
As a newcomer it was impossible to make sense of what was going on around 
me. Behind the closed doors of the Deportation Unit I had to get beyond 
the obfuscation inside created by the complicated, scattered and constantly 
changing trajectory of deportation files. Gaining access to the Deportation 
Unit did not get me beyond this obfuscation, access still had to be worked 
on in matters of transparency and visibility. Hence what a fieldworker might 
observe or – even more ethically challenging – participate in given the non-
transparent character of the field remain open questions during the fieldwork 
let alone in the phase of research design.

The deportation file was my methodological guide offering unique insights 
into the webs of this bureaucratic process of file making. Following the file, 
I obtained a different visibility from others ‘inside’ whose whereabouts were 
mostly determined by the careful division of work in the procedure. The 
productivity of such partial visibility inside is also related to the secretive 
character of the field. Security thus exists not only through closed doors, but 
also in matters of legibility or transparency. The whole of the bureaucratic 
process towards deportation remained rather invisible to bureaucrats who 
were only involved with fragments of it. Therefore, it seemed not so much 
the case that ‘transparency was often feared because it could be the source of 
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public embarrassment that would reveal internal incoherence’ (Belcher and 
Martin 2013). Rather, this internal incoherence was invisible to bureaucrats 
themselves as well, hence it being revealed could not be feared. Staying 
put in their own sub-units, for bureaucrats their work made sense within 
that limited space. It is exactly the division of work, and the obfuscation of 
cohesion between the work as a result of it, that eases a continuation of the 
work. The single units themselves functioned in a coherent fashion. For a 
procedure to be considered as incoherent, the relation between these single 
units has to be envisioned. Exactly this whole is obfuscated in a carefully 
divided bureaucratic practice.

Bureaucrats were self-aware about their partial vision caused by the division 
of labor. In a conversation I had with Aaron, a senior bureaucrat, he said:

My disadvantage is that I am in the middle of this forest which 
makes that I cannot see the trees anymore. You come from 
outside and can say, ‘oh what is happening here’? Once you are 
in the middle of it... all the different units... like a beehive. Bzzz. 
Last week someone called and asked about whom to contact 
about this residence permit... and I honestly admitted ‘I don’t 
know!’ It is all changing so fast in here, so rapidly, and there 
are always these exceptions.

Aaron highlights an invisibility due to which it is not possible to recognize 
incoherency. For to recognize incoherency, a certain degree of a visibility is 
needed to get a sense of the existence of a whole, a forest to borrow Aaron’s 
comparison, rather than there to be merely singular trees. The partial visibility 
Aaron points to is inherent to bureaucracies because the division of labor 
produces obfuscation and thus also disguises possible incoherencies for 
insiders.
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4.5 Actor-centered ethics and practice-oriented methods

‘Textbook’ stances on ethics

What I learned about ethics during my studies is that despite there being 
several stances on ethics they share certain basic ethical principles. In his 
classic social science research methods book Bryman shows how these 
principles are formulated around four main topics: - a lack of informed 
consent, - invasion of privacy, - deception, - causing harm (2004: 509). The 
shared aspect of these ethical concerns is that they are all organized around 
the interest of the main research participant as a uniform, bounded actor 
and who is the focus of these ethical boundaries of protection. So, the second 
factor of the gap between ethics in the books and ethics in the field that I aim 
to highlight, is that ‘textbook’ ethical stances are actor-centered, presuming 
the research participants to be the center of ethical concerns. Staging the 
research participant here as the central actor these principles pose challenges 
for practice-oriented research wherein a relational network hence multiple 
actors form the research focus rather than a bound off population as a clear 
singular actor.

The myth of ‘the’ research participant

Rather than the motivation of bureaucrats to execute deportations I 
was interested in how the file mobilizes practices for it to develop into a 
deportation case. I indeed joined individual bureaucrats behind their desks 
but the file also brought me to court, to detention centers, to canteens, police 
trainings, fingerprint machines, embassies, databases, cocktail parties, (inter)
national meetings, and bureaucratic trainings. Just like research populations 
not necessarily being marginalized communities any longer, it is also not 
obvious anymore (if it ever was) that participants are considered to belong 
to one specific group in the way it appeared in more classical ethnographies 
(Malinowski 1922; Mead 1928). Especially when focusing more on practices 
and the networks formed around them, the focus of the research is not so 
much actor centered as it is relational. As Annemarie Mol stated in her 
ethnography The Body Multiple: ‘To be is to be related’ (2002: 53-54). Existence 
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does not exist outside of relations. In this light a practice exists through the 
interaction between different actors, including material ones. These actors 
form a social network through their interactions and it is through these 
relations that a practice is made.

Take for example the daily practice of preparing deportations. The 
development of a deportation case comes about through the transformations 
of the deportation file. As such, the files are mutable mobiles (De Laet and Mol 
2000; Law and Mol 2001). The file can transform exactly because of the acts 
and actors that become related through the file and produce a certain reality. 
‘[R]ealities are created and enacted in many different locations, practices 
and relations, and the connections between them, and the coherence of what 
has been created, is not a given’ (Asdal et. al. 2007: 36). It is the file that 
assembles the many different acts and actors, that (partially) connects them 
with one another so that they form a network wherein deportations take 
place. Bureaucrats, police, signatures, transferring files from one place to the 
next, consuls, the fingerprint database, the plane, stamps, and so forth. My 
empirical question of how daily bureaucratic practices manage to make a 
person deportable is actually the question of how relations are built in the 
process of deportation.

Box 2 Ethical boundaries that presume a singular actor:

Lack of informed consent

Invasion of privacy

Deception

Causing harm
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4.6 Informed consent, deception, privacy and harm

The bureaucrats were explicitly informed that my research was the reason 
for my presence. But since I was not only interested in their work but in the 
social life of the file, they took me with them on visits to other actors involved 
as well. In the beginning especially, I had no idea where I was following 
them to. After all, getting a sense of the deportation network was a matter 
of learning by doing due to the obfuscation of the process. These visits of me 
accompanying bureaucrats were exemplary of the many unknowns about, in 
this case, the trajectory of a file.

So, it happened that I attended meetings between bureaucrats and detainees 
awaiting their deportation in a detention center. Without informing me 
beforehand, the bureaucrat who invited me to come along introduced me 
to the security guards and the detainee as a colleague. The same goes for the 
police training I attended, or the visits to ambassadors that I joined with 
bureaucrats who hoped to arrange travel documents for detainees. This was to 
the benefit of my research in the sense that I would probably not have gained 
access to these external settings if I had had to ask the authorities at those 
settings for permission. But whereas bureaucrats were informed, there is no 
informed consent in the wider network. Giving the impression that I am a 
colleague might even qualify as deception. Moreover, the privacy of potential 
deportees was not always respected in the sense that I received confidential 
information on individual’s cases.

When harm is caused: considering relations of power when studying up

Working as a bureaucrat in the Deportation Unit and as such being responsible 
for the implementation of administrative law, Kevin’s earlier mentioned take 
on cheating can be seen as a form of discretionary power, or, as Aretxaga 
says, ‘the state in this sense is and is not the law’ (2003: 405). This form of 
power is exclusively forwarded to authorities. Hence, I was troubled by my 
own pre-designed ethical guideline of protecting my research participants, 
whom I understood to be the bureaucrats when I designed my proposal. 
Between them and potential deportees an unequal distribution of power is at 
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stake given their crucially different relation to authority. In fact, this power 
dynamic is made exactly in the relation between bureaucrats and deportees. 
The ethical consensus that research should not cause any harm to participants 
does not teach a researcher about degrees in the seriousness of potential harm 
done to different participants in one and the same network. Especially so if 
dichotomized parties participate in the research given their relatedness in 
the practice one researches. Interests of different participants can be opposite 
but nevertheless be intertwined since they are mobilized in the very same 
network. Which actors involved in the network should then be prioritized 
when it comes to ethics?

Historically, ethnography was mostly a methodological tool for 
anthropologists commissioned by colonizing authorities. It has been 
argued that anthropologists in the 1980s turned their attention from these 
‘others’ to the ‘suffering’ subjects closer to home (Robbins 2013; Grassiani 
2019). Ethnographies tended to focus on marginalized populations or the 
underprivileged who typically needed protection from authorities. Take for 
example Bourgois’ ethnography ‘In search of respect’ (2003) wherein crack 
dealers form the research population. Here, Bourgois’ concern of protecting 
research participants who cross legal boundaries lies in protecting them from 
authorities, mostly the police. But a phenomenon that was first referred to 
as ‘studying up’ by Nader in her article titled ‘Up the anthropologist’ (1974) 
increasingly inspired social researchers. Nowadays, both anthropologists and 
ethnographers from increasingly varied backgrounds do fieldwork among 
the ‘powerful’ rather than the ‘marginalized’. Think about the police, the 
army, elites, state-functionaries, banks, and more (e.g. Garriott 2013; Aguiar 
and Schneider 2016). When ethnographers extend their focus from societal 
underdogs to authorities, the question of how to reckon with the ethical 
treatment of research participants is cast in a new light. For example, does 
the ethical breakpoint of ‘harm to participants’ always get priority over harm 
to others, even if those others are in a more vulnerable position than your 
main research participants?

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   106145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   106 20-9-2020   11:26:1820-9-2020   11:26:18



107

FOLLOWING DEPORTATION FILES 

Within secrecy research in general it is often the case that a researcher is 
‘studying up’, which comes with fields that are generally hard to access due to 
their exclusiveness to the elite group in power. What can ethics teach us if the 
population over whom research participants exercise power, a population that 
forms part of the research too exactly through this relation with the research 
participants, is in an arguably ‘needier’ position for protection than the main 
research participants? One could raise the valid ethical question to what extent 
ethical codes apply equally to a drug dealer or a police agent. But this narrows 
the question down again to two singular research populations whereas the 
answer should not be sought in two separate guidelines of how to treat a drug 
dealer and how to treat the police. The point is that these are not two separate 
questions. On the contrary, they are intrinsically related. The ethical question 
hence becomes even more complex: how to apply ethical codes in a research 
wherein both the police and the drug dealer, exactly through their relation 
with one another, are involved in the practice one researches?

Acknowledging the myth of the singular actor in practice-oriented research 
and recognizing the layered and varied networks of actors involved does 
bring up further questions about how to direct ethics. My earlier shared 
observations of bureaucrats’ balancing between il/legality were shared by 
bureaucrats themselves. However, according to Kevin this is justified: ‘It is 
that feeling of, “they play it that way too”, it’s exactly like that: they cheat 
too. It’s similar to a football match. If you are on the losing side, you can say 
“well, at least I do not make mistakes and I respect all the rules”, but you will 
end up losing!’. The ‘they’ Kevin refers to, are individuals who Kevin and his 
colleagues in the Deportation Unit attempt to deport whereas the potential 
deportee tries to escape from deportation. I let his explanation sink in for a 
while before starting a follow up question:

‘But... isn’t your position somewhat different?’ Kevin releases 
a mocking laugh ‘Ha! Well, nobody thinks that way of course. 
I won’t be thinking like, I am in a power position. I am just 
thinking, I am simply doing my job’ ‘Why then do you 
immediately conclude that I referred to you being in a power 
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position?’, I ask Kevin. ‘Because of... this prevailing idea that 
one should be professional when working for the government.’

4.7 Distribution of ethical concerns within relational 
networks

In a football match both parties equally suffer or benefit from the same 
rules. That cannot be said about a bureaucrat and a deportee. A ‘loss’ for one 
party comes with a completely different (human) cost for the other. Also, the 
privilege to play with the rules is not equally divided either. After all, endlessly 
requesting asylum abides by the legal rules of the ‘game’ whereas cheating 
on a signature on a legal document does not. Opposite interests or ethical 
needs among research participants are often accompanied by unequal (power)
relations (Lavanchy 2013). Thinking back to the protection of underprivileged 
participants like crack dealers, this ethical choice is based on a difference in 
power positions too. Namely, the human costs for a drug dealer who crosses 
legal boundaries to get arrested are not equal to a police agent who is unable to 
arrest a drug dealer. For that reason, it seems ethically justifiable not to report 
such activity. But what’s more in a practice-oriented research is that if ethical 
codes do not apply equally to the various actors involved in the network, it is 
often exactly because of the unequal relations that exist between actors within 
the practice that is focus of the research. This further complicates a question of 
balancing ethical needs. It is not a simple weighing of what human costs weigh 
heavier than others because the action following this answer will unavoidably 
affect the ethical stance of the researcher towards other participants.

The needs of several actors within a network and the ways of protecting them 
are hardly ever homogenous. The network wherein the deportation process is 
shaped consists of bureaucrats, files, stamps, consuls, identification papers, 
representations of deportees, legal terms, political preferences, databases, 
judges, detention centers, transport services, diplomacy, and events that at 
first sight do not seem to have much to do with deportations like for example 
flight delays due to stormy weather. The network of a research reaches further 
than only the actors in the direct environment in the field. A crucial question 
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for ethical concerns then becomes where to ‘cut the network’ (Strathern 1996). 
Which actors or practices count as part of the network enough to fall under 
the scope of ethical guidelines? Indeed, the people I surrounded myself with 
in a physical way were mostly bureaucrats working on deportation files. 
Deportees themselves were often only present in the process in a translated 
form, namely through the files. However, these files are very much part of 
the network that is formed in the deportation process. To what extent can 
deportees as the files’ referent be considered participants too? And what to do 
if the ethical treatment of one implies the crossing of ethical boundaries for 
another? An obstructed trajectory of the file carries a totally different ethical 
concern for a bureaucrat than for a potential deportee. The same goes for 
protection needed in cases of legal cheating. In a practice-oriented research, 
one could even take potential harm to a legal procedure or an infrastructure 
into ethical consideration.

New questions have to be addressed for research wherein the focus does not lie 
so much with a specific population (actor-centered) but more with a practice 
within a (relational) network. After all, it is the relationality between actors 
and the specific network that exists through these relations wherein file-work 
hence contemporary deportation can be done. ‘Textbook ethics’ contains the 
assumption that it is clear who the subject of ethical concerns is. This suggests 
too that one peculiar (group of) actor(s) can be isolated from another. But 
networks are fluid, dynamic, and never static but constantly changing. Ethical 
guidelines therefore are by default a ‘situated knowledge’ (Haraway 1988). 
What we understand as an objective ethical boundary, shared by various 
ethical stances, is rather relative and mutable. It is context bound and depends 
on our own position within the network, on the relations of power involved, 
and on the transformations of these relations. For this reason, a practice-
oriented researcher encounters an ontological miscommunication between 
one’s methods – wherein the field is formed by practices that exist through 
relations, and one’s ethics – wherein the field is formed by separable actors.

4
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4.8 Conclusion: relational ethics?

Highlighting the friction between ‘textbook’ ethics versus ethics in the 
field here is not an attempt to make fieldwork more ethical. It is an attempt 
to prevent ethics from becoming an empty promise that works to make a 
neat research proposal pass ethical boards but subsequently fails to provide 
guidance in the field. Therefore, stirring this discussion is an attempt to take 
ethics seriously. Ethics are dynamic rather than bounded or objective. Just like 
the networks in the field are constantly in-the-making, ethics has to be made 
in the field too in order to connect to the situations that occur in the field. 
This demands effort whereby the situated and relational character of ethics 
has to be acknowledged. Imaginaries of clear ethical boundaries stand in the 
way of such discussion and further increase the gap between textbook ethics 
and fieldwork ethical challenges.

These gaps between textbook ethics and ethics in the field potentially are 
intensified in fields with a secretive character wherein knowledge is so scarcely 
circulated, especially so when the fieldwork is practice-oriented. Besides the 
inability to prepare for ethical challenges due to the limited knowledge I could 
gather beforehand, I also encountered an ontological misfit between the ethical 
guidelines in my research design and challenges that arose once in the field. 
If the practices a researcher attends to are obfuscated, the relations formed 
in these practices cannot be foreseen let alone the ethical challenges they 
might produce. Moreover, the field is formed by a network of multiple actors 
whose relations and positions are constantly subject to change. Formulating 
ethics as if research participants are singular actors with equal needs is not 
sustainable. Burdened with the task to do the ‘ethically right’, this imaginary 
weighs heavy on a researcher’s shoulders. Dealing with different needs and 
positions of research participants, how does one direct ethical guidelines like 
informed consent, harm to participants, or invasion of privacy, if these mean 
various or even conflicting things for different actors?

Ethics in the field differs from ethics in the books. Rather than relying on clear 
ethical answers that fail to provide guidance in practice, ongoing reflection 
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about unsolvable ethical dilemmas during fieldwork is crucial. How do we as 
researchers deal with the burden of (distributing) ethical concerns? What if 
one’s research does transgresses ‘textbook’ ethical boundaries? Is it possible to 
simply leave such a situation and if yes, is it clear-cut that it is more ethical to 
leave or stop the research rather than to continue such ‘unethical’ fieldwork? 
Rather than producing pre-fieldwork ethical answers we need to raise ethical 
questions during fieldwork itself. This is to prevent that ethical guidelines 
that sound solid on paper but become meaningless in practice. After all, the 
unpredictability of ethical challenges and the changing character of their 
boundaries in the field are a known unknown.

4
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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 
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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 work-
related 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, 

5
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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 non-
European 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-for-
granted 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 
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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.

5
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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 non-
belonging. 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).

5
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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 
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individualizes the order. Next, a bureaucrat prints the order, and folds it in-
between 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.

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, 

5
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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 
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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.

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 
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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
A Removal possible in case of: undeclared work, aggressive prostitution, aggressive begging, metal theft, relapse theft
B
C Not removable unless HEAVY public order (conviction)
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K Special Flight 17/02 (preferably WITH documents)
L
M
N Special Flight
O In principal unremovable but will always have obtained a [...] nationality --> detain
P
Q
R
S Removal possible in case of: undeclared work, aggressive prostitution, aggressive begging, metal theft, relapse theft
T Only voluntary return
U
V
W
X
Y
Z 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 ano-
nymized.

5
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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 

5

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   127145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   127 20-9-2020   11:26:1920-9-2020   11:26:19



128

MAKING DEPORTABLE PEOPLE

‘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 
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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.

5
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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’.

5
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Chapter 6

ALL BUREAUCRATS - Conclusion

 We will now release madam back into the wild.

– Case-worker reacting to the rejection
   of a scheduled deportation by the court

6.1 Getting rid of the migrant

Deportation, as a practice, is not only within the capability of indifferent 
bureaucrats tucked away in office towers, or of unscrupulous characters in 
history books. Nor does a migration ‘crisis’ unfold independently of us, as if 
it is merely caused by ‘them’ entering, as we are taught, ‘our’ space. Rather 
than identifying culprits whom we can easily distance ourselves from, the 
contributions making up this dissertation locate the act of deportation as 
embedded in our mundane, daily lives. That gives the intervention I aimed to 
make with this dissertation a reflective nature. I mean this not only in a direct 
sense (as in: if ‘we’ bomb Syria people will seek refuge here) but also in a more 
enacting sense: what do we make out of this relationship between ‘us’ and 
‘them’ that is reflected in a concept like a ‘migration crisis’, and that is also the 
foundation of deportation practices? The preceding chapters address this issue 
by shedding light on deportation in different, though unifying, ways, namely 
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by challenging easily taken for granted perceptions within the deportation 
field that tend to obfuscate or distract from what (more) is happening in and 
through deportation. By deconstructing these perceptions, which often come 
in stubborn dichotomies, the aim is to open up the tense field that surrounds 
deportation to create space wherein we can ask anew what these practices 
actually do — and how we are intricately caught up in these workings.

In short, the individual chapters opened up discussions concerning these 
perceptions about deportation bureaucracy as they occurred during fieldwork. 
Chapter two looked into the dichotomy between state and civil society actors 
engaging with deportable subjects, and how deportation practice creates a 
‘cosy consensus’ between the two when it comes down to perspectives on 
belonging and non-belonging. Chapter three addressed the value of gaining 
insight into the affective side of bureaucratic practice. Rationality is often 
mobilized as bureaucracies’ legitimizer, but various affects are carefully 
calibrated in ‘paper work’ practices. Indifference is one of these bureaucratic 
affects, rather than indicating a lack of it. Moreover, comparing practices in a 
Deportation Unit with those in a Criminal Court sensitized the reader about 
the situated character of affective modes in state bureaucracies. Chapter four 
showed how deportation practices, and more specifically files, bring together 
acts and actors wherein definite boundaries between research groups become 
untenable. As was made clear, the singular research actor does not exist and 
an ethical attitude is crucially dependent on which relation is formed with 
whom. This implies that the boundary between what is ethical versus what is 
unethical is blurred for a researcher. Chapter five dealt with the juridically 
crucial divide between the individual and population when implementing 
deportation. This distinction, however, is undermined in the daily work 
in the Unit. Instead, the bureaucratically composed individual is built in 
a constellation of population categories that are, in turn also made. These 
population categories, based on a racial and national order, enable a specific 
management of population.

In addition to the ‘stubborn perceptions’ challenged in these chapters, I 
here wish to discuss yet another dichotomy, one that is inherently related 
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to the field of migration research of which deportation often is considered 
to form a part. This is the dichotomy between the migrant versus the non-
migrant. I use ‘non-migrant’ because existing terms appear inaccurate to 
oppose the concept of a migrant – unsurprisingly, maybe, because the term 
‘non-migrant’ is the norm nowadays. ‘Citizen’ comes close to an antonym of 
‘migrant’ (see also chapter two) but does not quite cover all aspects that come 
with these two subjectifications: when it comes to identification, citizens can 
be identified as or self-identify with migrants and vice versa. Also, when it 
comes to acts, citizens can perform migratory acts and migrants can perform 
acts of citizenship (Isin 2009). Some people remain migrants long after they 
move; others never become migrants despite their cumulative movements (c.f. 
Feldman 2015 on ‘migrant-hood’). Migrants can be granted citizenship, and 
citizens can become deportable, for example through a process of ‘unmaking 
citizenship’ (see Nyers 2018).

‘The migrant’ does not seem a neutral concept, but rather a confusing, 
unstable term that is dependent on the context in which it is used. However, 
being preoccupied with practices of deportation for the past few years, I 
was often understood — also by myself — as a ‘migration’ scholar, a field of 
study that arose at the end of the 19th century but really ‘took off’ from the 
1930s onward (Greenwood 2003). Within migration studies there is a wide 
variety of terms to apply to the people who are under study. The question 
of what terminology to use for such a diverse and ever-changing subject 
of research like the migrant is clearly not straightforward. Indeed, ‘[t]he 
contested nature of the adjectives attached to migrants who are the subject 
of these studies and policies – undocumented, irregular, clandestine, non-
compliant, unauthorized, trafficked, sans papières, etc. – is an indication of the 
intensely politicized nature of claims to knowledge and analysis’ (Anderson 
and Ruhs 2010: 175). Which concept to use matters not least because ‘in the 
way in which concepts are constructed and deployed, people are recognized 
as being in, or out, of place and their movements facilitated (as citizens) or 
constrained (as refugees or migrants) as a consequence’ (Bhambra 2017: 400). 
This politicized nature concerning the concept led me to not only divert my 
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research focus from ‘the migrant’ as a main research object; it also made me 
increasingly hesitant to use the term ‘migrant’. It seemed necessary to raise 
questions such as who becomes the migrant in the context of deportation, 
according to whom, and why, before confirming the reality mobilized by the 
use of these very terms. In the context of studying deportation practices, were 
the deportees in my field indeed migrants?

6.2 Where does the deportable subject come from?

‘Does anyone have someone for Pristina…? No one at all?

Damn, I got four Moroccans for tomorrow

– their escort is fully arranged for by the police –

 but now they all just applied for asylum’

Following procedural regulations, a deportation has to be

halted until asylum requests are turned down.

‘We do have enough other Moroccans’,

she reasserts her words by raising the pile of files in her hands,

‘But North Africans always apply for asylum to prevent their deportation.

Whereas Kosovars never do. And the escort is paid for anyway.’

- Case-worker, Deportation Unit

As addressed, some of the incoming arrests in the Deportation Unit were 
from people with ‘Arab looks’ whose papers were perfectly fine (see chapter 
five). Others had been in the possession of residence permits for years in the 
country that now attempted to deport them. People prone to deportation 
maintained family connections and jobs on the territory where they resided. 
Like one of the bureaucrats told me, ‘some people do have more here than 
they have there.’ Also, I myself had been ‘here’ and ‘there’ during my PhD 
trajectory, even more so than many people I was about to refer to as migrants. 
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This makes one wonder whether it is indeed the movement of people that 
is decisive in making them migrants. First, as has been argued, it is not 
movement in general in migration policies but the movement of some that 
takes center stage. As Bhambra wrote: ‘The issue was never simply mobility, 
but rather the color of those who moved and the direction in which they 
moved’ (Bhambra 2017: 403). Bhambra points out that the body of ‘migrants’ 
is actually predominant over merely mobility. Rather than mobility or body, 
I wish to suggest another starting point to think through the concept of the 
migrant, namely one that somewhat shifts our attention from the subject 
identified as the migrant. Not movement but rather place seems decisive when 
applying the term migrant. Moreover, this is a place that people can relate to 
as being ‘in’ (if you belong here) or ‘out’ of place (if you belong there). In the 
context of contemporary deportation, the nation-state is mobilized as the 
place to think about who is in and who is out.

The world that is organized in nation-states is made to home certain people, 
those who manage to inhabit belonging – bodies at home - and excludes others. 
Nation-states thus testify to an organization of population. As Bhambra put 
it, ‘Discussions of who is a citizen and has rights (or should have rights) – in 
contrast to migrants who do not, or should not – occur in the context of 
understandings of citizenship and rights that are seen to be forged in and by 
the nation‐state (2017: 401). Deportations figure as a perpetuating practice 
in the imaginary of the nation-state. For this community to be imagined, a 
politics of belonging wherein people become part of a certain population is 
necessary. It has therefore been argued that ‘[a]s well as reaffirming its legal 
rights, deportation also affirms citizenship’s normative qualities’ (Anderson 
et al. 2011: 548). A body-at-home can inhabit the world differently than a 
non-belonging body. This distinction made by categorizing certain bodies 
as strangers nourishes ‘profoundly asymmetrical and nonreciprocal forms 
of recognition’ (Coulthard 2014: 25). In other words, different categories 
of population enable (im)possibilities that are not equally accessible to or 
distributed among bodies recognized differently. Deportations, a means of 
population control (Weber 2015), maintain the vicious circle in which the 

6
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experience of belonging selves can be forcefully perpetuated by the imaginary 
of non-belonging others.

When recognizing migrants, our gaze is often turned externally – to that 
infamous horizon outside of our nation, our home, where the migrant appears 
from. Yet where exactly we turn our gaze to in order to find the migrant 
remains undefined. The figure of the migrant is constructed in our here and 
now and changes over time and place. Crucially, where we turn our gaze 
from actually matters. Paradoxically maybe, the point of departure to find 
the migrant is a nation that imagines their unity as a socially bounded place 
(Anderson 2006): a place where people from ‘out there’ can ‘enter’ and ‘leave’; 
movements mediated by national borders. Such a place is also ‘our’ home, 
where bodies recognized as non-belonging become strangers (Ahmed 2013), 
wherein this stranger is judged ‘in terms of what she will do for – or to – us as a 
nation’ (Honig 2009: 46). ‘Deportation infrastructures’ (Walters 2018) are part 
and parcel of this nation building project. This project not only legitimizes the 
human costs of deportation involved for those subjected as ‘non-belonging’ 
populations but also crucially needs these collectives of non-belonging people 
to perform the collective of the nation. Hence, the questions on deportation 
raised in this thesis are not about a stranger who arrived from a faraway 
horizon, but quite the opposite: they are concerned with this quest for the 
Self, a sense of belonging, and how the concept of the stranger arises in close 
relation to this quest.

The figure of the deportable subject thus fulfills a role that goes far beyond 
the mere act of deportation. This diverts from Bauman’s analysis of our 
times, wherein he speaks about ‘[t]he production of “human waste”, or 
more correctly wasted humans’ (Bauman 2004: 5). The preceding chapters 
make one wonder whether these strangers are indeed some sort of collateral 
damage, ‘wasted lives’ as Bauman puts it. For Bauman, human waste is: ‘the 
“excessive” and “redundant”, that is the population of those who either could 
not or were not wished to be recognized or allowed to stay’ (Bauman 2004: 5). 
The human waste that is subjected to being ‘removed’ – using the emic term 
for deportation here – are non-belonging bodies. But contrary to Bauman’s 
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analysis, what makes them strangers is not that they belong to a population 
that does ‘not wished to be recognized’. The deportee is a stranger precisely 
because of being recognized as such, a non-belonging figure that is being 
opposed to the figure of ‘us’.

Continuing with the thought that the making of the deportable subject does 
not merely aim to ‘solve’ the issue of human collateral damage, I now wish 
to draw together the empirical insights of the chapters by asking: where do 
those who are subjected to deportation come from? I wish to ask this question 
not in its geographical understanding but in the performative sense: how are 
deportable people made in our social life – a world of which both deportable 
and non-deportable people as temporary and inherently related categories 
form a part - and to what end? I raise these questions in an attempt to adjust 
our gaze, following the observation that the subject of deportable people is 
crucially coming from ‘inside’ rather than outside. This way, I hope that we 
can think about what it means to live in a society wherein deportable people 
are made to form a part. Therein I wish to think along with Honig’s insight 
that the ‘stranger’ – the figure recognized as such – teaches us who we are 
(Honig 2009) and to move towards self-reflection rather than searching for 
explanations outside of ourselves, so often found in scapegoats. The main 
question running through this thesis can thus be formulated more accurately 
now, namely how the deportable figure is made within – to be part of – our 
society.

6.3 The political project called deportation

I am also part of some horse-trading here, you know.

If I know that I can influence one [deportation] procedure

in a positive way by granting a visa for another?

Well, then that’s what I’ll do!

- Functionary in the Deportation Unit

6

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   143145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   143 20-9-2020   11:26:2020-9-2020   11:26:20



144

MAKING DEPORTABLE PEOPLE

The deportable person as a bureaucratic subject is made in daily file-work, 
or, deportation file-work entails an institutionalized process of making. 
The curious thing, however, is that there is no singular way of knowing 
the deportable subject, nor is there a predetermined way how to know it. 
It appeared impossible to predict how a case would unfold exactly. On the 
contrary, as a file goes, considerations concerning the continuation of a 
file were constantly present. Exactly because of its relational and situated 
character it proved challenging to get a grip on bureaucratic practices 
that produce deportable subjects, to capture them and translate them into 
‘findings’. It is not for nothing that Ten Bos describes bureaucracy as a ‘hyper-
object’ (Ten Bos 2016: 31). Hyper-objects have in common that they ‘defy 
the possibility of looking at them “directly” and seeing them “in full”’ (Van 
Oorschot 2018: 262-263, besides bureaucracy, other examples of hyper-objects 
include climate change and globalization). Ten Bos observes, ‘We will never 
have a true outlook on or overview over hyper-objects, not even if we would 
catch a milliard glimpses of them’ (2016: 3824).

Having experienced that bureaucratic deportation practice inherently 
remains hard to grasp, constantly changes, and that it overwhelms the 
observer as much as it might confuse the file-worker, I came to understand 
that the situatedness of the knowledge that is produced lies at the heart of the 
productivity of this practice. This moved me to attempt to craft a language 
to address the constantly escaping, transforming shapes of the workings of 
deportation bureaucracy. Despite its slippery appearances it became possible 
to research this practice by paying attention to what it performs: the categories 
and subjects that are made; that is, the constellation of the deportee as a 
recognizable subject. This constellation thus is a reality enacted in practice 
(Mol 2002: 50). It is this locally produced bureaucratic knowledge that has 
a mobilizing effect, shapes realities, in spaces not limited to the setting of 
the Deportation Unit alone. This makes deportation file-work a bureaucratic 

24 Translation by author

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   144145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   144 20-9-2020   11:26:2020-9-2020   11:26:20



145

ALL BUREAUCRATS

knowledge practice that, by making the deportable figure, fulfills such a crucial 
task in the deportation infrastructure.

The impossibility to see deportation bureaucracy in full appeared integral 
to this knowledge practice. Rather than a testament to an arbitrary process, 
elusiveness and changeability are inherent in the knowledges that deportation 
bureaucracy mobilizes and to the power that can be performed through it. 
The performative character of bureaucracies can also be read in the opening 
sentence of the earlier cited book by Ten Bos on the workings of bureaucracy: 
‘Where there is power, there is ink. And where there is ink, there is power’ 
(Ten Bos 2016: 11). The knowledge that deportation bureaucracy creates is 
literally a form of power in ink: bureaucratic evidence comes in writing. To 
put it in Foucauldian terms, knowledge is power. This knowledge spreads 
out, like the tentacles of an octopus in Ten Bos his comparison, rather than 
remaining in the center where it was initiated. This analogy hints, of course, 
at governmentality, too. But the foundation of this power as sovereign in 
character is fundamental.

Shaping revisable and provisional populations for deportation testifies to ‘de 
facto sovereignty, i.e., the ability to kill, punish, and discipline with impunity 
wherever it is found and practiced, rather than sovereignty grounded in formal 
ideologies of rule and legality’ (Hansen and Stepputat 2006: 296). To take it 
one step further, deportation practice not merely testifies to sovereign power, it 
does sovereign power. The power to make distinctions between populations as 
is required for, or rather, as is exactly what is done by deportations, transpires 
from bureaucratic practices that make the sovereign state. In deportation 
bureaucracy, ‘sovereignty means the capacity to define who matters and who 
does not, who is disposable and who is not’ (Mbembé and Meintjes 2003: 
27). ‘State’ is therefore the collaboration of what is put to work to uphold 
that power. The knowledge that transpires from deportation bureaucracy is 
involved in this collaboration. Deportation bureaucracy thereby testifies to the 
fact that ‘[t]he belligerent opposition of “good and evil”, “freedom and hatred”, 
“civilisation and barbarism” is thus no mere rhetoric or the creation of enemy 
images, but has already entered the procedures of law and administration’ 

6
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(Eckert 2008: 22). The political project that deportation forms part of is that 
of defining belonging in the relation between bodies and territories, and 
violently guard the ever-contestable boundary that is made between them.

In a text titled ‘We should all be deported’, Vigneswaran writes: ‘[T]he 
primary outcome of immigration and border control policies has always 
been to spatially entrench unjust inequalities between the peoples of the 
world’ (2017: x). Or, as Heyman and Symons put it, ‘As part of this [social 
inequality], border regimes treat people differentially, a diversity that is 
shaped by and affects moral thinking about borders’ (2012: 543). The ways in 
which inequalities created by migration policies affect our relationship with 
borders is reflected in our behavior in border zones. Vigneswaran addresses 
the academic community specifically when he continues that ‘authorized’ 
people comply in entrenching this inequality:

While our unauthorized colleagues are mutilating their 
fingers, jumping over barbed wire fences, dying at sea and 
having their bodies seized, bound and forcibly relocated, we 
are […] creating a parallel spectacle, of willing submission to 
a judicious sovereign. Standing in line. Posing for the camera. 
Truthfully answering questions to the best of our ability 
(Vigneswaran 2017: x)

Vigneswaran continues by suggesting the possibility to refuse cooperation 
with the border system that is performed in, for example, identity checks. 
By refusing to comply, relationships of solidarity could be formed with those 
who now suffer most from the terror that is legitimated by such institutions. 
By partaking in these border rituals, obeying their authority, we form part of 
the relations that recognize and reproduce these borders, and which hence 
make their consequences real. Now this view touches on the sensitive point of 
joint culpability located in following the rules of a system like that of borders. 
Adhering to the rules mobilized by borders acknowledges — or performs, 
even — the knowledge that lies at their foundation.
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Complying with border systems by following the rules of identity checks 
forms a useful parallel concerning the knowledge created in bureaucratic 
deportation systems. Is there an intrinsic difference between obediently 
showing our identity documents when requested to do so in order to receive 
a stamp on them, or adding a stamp on a travel document in a deportation file 
following your job description? Is it convincing at all that one would follow 
the rules in the first case, perform the border, but refuse to obey the rules or 
recognize that same border in the latter for the sake of morality? Differently 
put, the question becomes: is it convincing that the morals of bureaucrats 
drastically differ from non-bureaucrats, from academics? What makes you, 
reader, different from deportation bureaucrats?

I addressed this question to myself during my fieldwork particularly 
concerning the moral dilemmas I was confronted with in the field – a burden 
perhaps that is intricately related to the grim research topic that deportation 
is. I did act in line with methodological and ethical research guidelines. What 
I am talking about is thus not a research dilemma but a moral dilemma that 
unfolds around the recurring, guilt-ridden question: is it (morally) justifiable 
not to act upon the deportations that I witnessed being processed? This moral 
dilemma does not include me alone. It takes me in the direction of two more 
accomplices. Being informed about what happened in daily deportation 
practice connects me with the burden that bureaucrats too are charged with: 
how can they let this violence happen to fellow human beings? However, 
addressing this reproach to bureaucrats – or to a researcher, for that matter 
– is rather complacent, a too easy way to keep clean hands for those who 
are not physically inside of these practices. We are all inside the system that 
these practices perform. What is at issue here is the institutional world that 
we maintain in the name of ‘migration management’. Then what remains 
of the difference between bureaucrats, who may bow and scrape to keep 
procedures running, and other citizens? Do we not all already know that 
people are dying at our borders, that asylum procedures are devastating, as 
are dead-end detentions of non-criminals? That deportations, and the threat 
of them, have been destroying lives and continue to do so? We could all be 
bureaucrats. We are all complicit to the moral dilemma that arises out of 

6
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institutional and political acts, the sovereign subjugations, that are justified 
under the term ‘migration management’ in our society.
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He has not really done anything wrong...

and he got married in January.

So I’m actually giving him the benefit of the doubt.

If he would be returned he will come back anyway

because his wife is here.

 - Case-worker deciding not to proceed deportation

Now that you, reader, will almost leave me and this work on deportation 
sites as they unfold in our shared world, I wish to send you off with some, 
as it were, more collective reflections. In this reflection I continue to turn to 
you, reader, as a subject rather than as a spectator. To do so, I briefly catch 
up on the questions that incited the discussions forming this work. The first 
question raised in the introduction of this research was: how are deportable 
subjects made? Through this dissertation, I let you into the process of making a 
deportable subject in daily file-work. This subject is shaped in the collection of 
relations mobilized on a file trajectory. Rather than forming an intrinsic core, 
an identity that can be revealed or found, the deportable subject appears in a 
dense knotting of these relations. The deportable subject is crucially shaped 
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as a constellation that is relational and situated, yet recorded as bureaucratic 
evidence that figures as a knowledge claim intricately related to sovereign 
power. To recap the second question from the introduction: how does this 
deportable subject become relevant in our daily social lives?

The deportable subject unfolds in an ongoing process of recognition. When 
we recognize people as strangers to our society, we reproduce the imaginary 
of categorizing people as belonging or not in relation to a national territory 
that, as we know, overlaps with a national community within a nation-state. 
What became clear by attending to deportation practices is that the non-
belongingness attributed to a stranger is unstable. Belonging is relational. This 
implies that the subjects as well as the categories of belonging are situational. 
Similarly, the bureaucratic recognition of a body in the category of non-
deportability, just as in deportability, is a bureaucratic snapshot. A recording 
of a fluid constellation of relations. We could not only all be bureaucrats. We 
could also all be deportees. If the deportable subject is situated and formed 
in relations, everyone might as well become that deportable subject. In other 
words, we are the others. They are us. This stretches the statement that we are 
all migrants, a statement most powerful on the level of recognition. In contrast, 
the insight that we could all be deportees means that we can all be subjugated 
to the sovereign power that is at stake in deportations. Now we can see how 
a question like ‘how can we let deportations happen?’ not only confronts us 
with a moral dilemma about what injustices others are confronted with in 
our (political) name. While remaining sensitive towards the (equally situated) 
privilege that certain bodies attract over others, the answer to this question 
also demands that we address our shared precariousness in the matter. 
Having observed the workings of the bureaucratic knowledge that is created 
in deportation file-work in order to practice and perform deportations, we 
are confronted with the realization that we share the human potential of both 
becoming the deportation bureaucrats as well as deportable people. We all 
share in the deportation practices that take place now. This brings me to the 
final words of reflection from me as a writer, hoping that the thoughts put 
forward in this work will continue to resonate with its readers:
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The figure of the deportable subject is made in daily file-work, meaning that 
deportation file-work is a bureaucratic knowledge practice. The knowledge 
created transpires into our worlds through the deportation infrastructures 
that we build. This way, the deportable subject becomes relevant in our social 
lives not only by performing boundaries of belonging between us and them. The 
deportable subject does not arrive from a faraway horizon where ‘they’ belong 
but is always already among us; ‘they’ only become in our midst. Through this 
process of becoming, us and them – we – are collectively involved in the violent 
bordering that is mobilized around notions of belonging. The violence that 
we humans are capable of by categorizing people as deportees is cruelly real, 
primarily for deportees but also for deportation bureaucrats and others who 
are webbed up in the practicalities of deporting. At the same time, deportation 
file-work and the slippery, situated constellation wherein a deportable subject 
is formed, testify that the deportable person is only as real as the political 
imaginary in which it is mobilized. When we contribute to this imaginary in 
our daily lives, let us be reminded that deportation bureaucracy testifies to 
our collective and dual potential of becoming a deportation bureaucrat or a 
deportable person ourselves.
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Summary 

MAKING DEPORTABLE PEOPLE. Bureaucratic knowledge 
practices in European deportation sites 

Deportations — the forced displacement of human bodies from national 
territories — require the existence of a deportable person. But how can we 
know the deportable person? In this work, this empirical question is raised 
in places where daily work is organized around ‘deportees’, or people who 
are ‘perfectly illegal and removable’ in the words of a bureaucrat inside a 
Deportation Unit. The reader is taken along through various fields differing 
in scale: from a comparison of practices concerning deportees between the 
civil society field and state sites to the careful stapling of mugshots behind an 
office desk. This exploration yields the insight that the exact combination of 
factors that makes a deportable subject is temporal and situated. This also goes 
for the concepts that lie at the foundation of deportations: borders, nations, 
state power, and population management. Exploring what it takes to make a 
deportee in current bureaucratic practices offers reflections on the interaction 
of these concepts and their workings on a daily, mundane level. 

Chapter by chapter, the reader is taken deeper into what in this work is called 
deportation bureaucracy; the (file) practices wherein the deportable subject 
is shaped in alignment with current legal and procedural frameworks. Each 
chapter questions dominant assumptions that were encountered in the field, 
to ask anew what is happening in daily deportation practices.

The fieldwork for chapter 2, co-authored by dr. Barak Kalir, took place in 
the Netherlands. The chapter offers a comparison between deportation case 
managers on the one hand and NGO workers who deal with people facing 
deportation on the other. Although often perceived as two opposing sites, 
significant convergences exist in both daily work settings in terms of the usage 
of terminology, handling of face-to-face interactions, and views on (non)
belonging and justice. This chapter therefore argues that this ‘cosy consensus’, 
in a country known for its consensus politics, signifies the shared political 
subjectivities in Dutch civil society spheres and state spaces that can best be 
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understood as a deportation continuum. Importantly, this continuum creates 
a sealed-off political realm that restricts the initiatives of activist citizens, 
imaginaries of citizenship and alternatives for deportation policies.

Chapter 3, written together with dr. Irene van Oorschot, offers a comparison 
between two different state sites saturated with file-work. The first is a 
Deportation Unit, the second a Criminal Court. For both locations it holds 
that file referents — respectively potential deportees or suspects — become 
subjected to the state through this file-work. Rather than taking bureaucracy 
as a rational process, the affective modes that are engineered in these 
bureaucratic practices are analyzed. These are more diverse and layered than 
mere indifference — an affective mode so often related to bureaucracy, which 
is sometimes mistakenly assumed to indicate a lack of affect. Bureaucratic 
action appears to be a deeply affective practice, within which the relationship 
between caseworker, casefile, and the file’s referent is carefully calibrated. 
The chapter shows that affects are locally produced in the relational webs 
that are mobilized in file-work, and that affects are unevenly produced 
within and between different bureaucratic practices. Crucial for analyzing 
how bureaucratic practice contributes to (re)producing sovereign power 
is the insight that changing interactions throughout file trajectories make 
bureaucratic affect intrinsically relational.

Chapter 4 elaborates on the ethical implications underlying the 
methodological choice in this research to follow so-called ‘files-for-removal’ 
on their trajectories. The research focus is hence a practice here — the file-
work — rather than a research population, such as bureaucrats, for example. 
In file-work, various activities and actors gather. The relations formed between 
them are constantly in the making, to subsequently be disrupted or wiped out 
again. Because the trajectory of deportation files are an intrinsically relational 
process, ethical difficulties occurred as a result. Namely, ethical guidelines are 
generally centered around a bound-off research group as deserving of ethical 
treatment from the researcher. However, in practice-oriented research, needs 
and concerns of those involved in the research differ and might even conflict 
— think about bureaucrats versus deportees. There is thus no clear answer 
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possible to the question of how to act ethically; to relate to a bureaucrat in an 
ethical way would not necessarily correspond to an ethical attitude towards 
a deportee. Ethical guidelines that assume that research participants are a 
homogenous entity do not suffice to address differences in the ethical needs 
of the various actors involved in a practice. This chapter therefore discusses 
the gap between pre-fieldwork ethics, or “ethics in the books”, and ethical 
dilemmas that practice-oriented researchers encounter in the field, potentially 
with a moral burden for a field researcher as a result.

Chapter 5 takes the reader yet one step deeper into the mundane practicalities 
of deportations to subsequently reflect on the implications of this process 
in a wider context. Files themselves are followed within a Deportation Unit 
on their bureaucratically divided trajectories towards making deportable 
subjects. All kinds of internal and external influences c ontribute t o t he 
situation that criteria to shape a file’s referent ‘in procedure’ as a deportable 
subject change constantly. Importantly, the file serves as a technique t hat 
supports bureaucrats within the Unit to document deportable individuals. 
This individualization is crucial since the deportation of populations became 
criminalized in the aftermath of W WII. A s i t u nfolds i n d aily fi le-work, 
however, deportees — those recognized as strangers that should leave the 
nation — are made in a constellation of various populations, empirically 
undermining the individualized deportee. These populations vary in kind, 
from racial and national to administrative. Moreover, these categories of 
deportable populations change over time and location, indicating that their 
‘making’ is situated. Besides deporting individuals, it appears that deportation 
bureaucracy is essentially a performative practice of ordering population 
rather than deporting individuals. 

In conclusion, this work comes back in chapter 6 to the question following 
the search for the deportable person, namely; what does the figure of the 
deportable person bring about? A Deportation Unit is a securitized place, 
meaning that it is not easy as an outsider to get inside, and — likewise — it 
is not easy for what happens inside to travel outside. Or so it seems. Because 
despite this dynamic, deportation bureaucracy is intertwined and embedded 
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in our society. What is more, the securitized layers around deportation enable 
what can be ‘made’ and ‘done’ by deportation bureaucracy on a societal 
level: not having access to the process — in a way not even for those inside, 
due to the obfuscation caused by the bureaucratic jungle — does not give 
incoherencies a chance to disrupt the making process. Instead, the knowledge 
that is made in the bureaucratic process can start to work: the deportable 
person is mobilized and becomes a meaningful figure in our social world. 
Moreover, the temporal and situated character of the figure of the deportable 
subject testifies to how the deportable person is only as real as the political 
imaginary in which this figure is mobilized. This also implies that we could all 
be a ‘deportee’, a crucial figure in the political project of nation states wherein 
people come to be part of populations whose belongingness is defined through 
the nonbelonging of others. Importantly, the deportable figure does not arrive 
from a faraway horizon where ‘others’ belong but is always already among us; 
the deportable figure only becomes in our midst. 
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Samenvatting 

UITZETBARE MENSEN MAKEN. Bureaucratische kennis 
praktijken rondom gedwongen uitzettingen in Europa

Uitzettingen – mensen gedwongen uit nationale grondgebieden transporteren 
– behoeven het bestaan van een uitzetbaar persoon. Maar hoe kunnen we
de uitzetbare persoon (her)kennen? Dat is de empirische vraag die dit werk
stelt binnen omgevingen waar het dagelijkse werk is georganiseerd rondom
‘uitzetbaren’. Oftewel, zoals een bureaucraat in een Deportatie Eenheid het
verwoordde, rondom mensen die ‘perfect illegaal en verwijderbaar’ zijn. De
plekken waarnaar de lezer wordt meegenomen verschillen in schaalgrootte:
van een vergelijking van werkpraktijken rondom uitzetbaren tussen het
maatschappelijk middenveld en de overheid, tot het zorgvuldig nieten van
dossierfoto’s vanachter een bureau op kantoor. Deze zoektocht leidt naar het
inzicht dat de precieze combinatie van factoren die een uitzetbaar subject
creëren, tijds- en situatieafhankelijk zijn. Ditzelfde geldt voor de concepten
die aan het fundament liggen van gedwongen uitzettingen: grenzen, naties,
staatsmacht en bevolkingsmanagement. Het onderzoeken van wat er vandaag 
de dag nodig is om uitzetbaren te scheppen in bureaucratische praktijken,
levert reflecties op ten aanzien van de wisselwerking tussen deze concepten
en de rol die ze vervullen op een alledaags niveau.

Hoofdstuk voor hoofdstuk wordt de lezer dieper meegenomen in wat in dit 
werk deportatie bureaucratie genoemd wordt, de (dossier) praktijken waarin 
het uitzetbaar subject gevormd wordt in lijn met de huidige juridische- en 
procedurele kaders. Elk hoofdstuk bevraagt dominante opvattingen binnen 
het veld, om zo met een nieuwe blik te kunnen vragen: wat gebeurt er nu 
eigenlijk in dagelijkse deportatie praktijken?

Het veldwerk voor hoofdstuk 2, geschreven met dr. Barak Kalir, vond plaats 
in Nederland. Het hoofdstuk maakt een vergelijking tussen casemanagers 
van een Deportatie Eenheid enerzijds en medewerkers van een lokale NGO 
anderzijds. Zij allen hebben te maken met uitzetbaren in hun dagelijks 
werk. Deze twee werkplekken blijken niet tegengesteld te zijn aan elkaar 
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maar belangrijke overeenkomsten te vertonen wanneer het aankomt op 
de gebruikte terminologie, het afhandelen van persoonlijk contact en 
de zienswijzen ten aanzien van rechtvaardigheid en op wie er wel en niet 
behoort tot de samenleving. In dit hoofdstuk worden deze overeenkomsten, 
binnen een land dat bekend staat om zijn consensuspolitiek, aangeduid 
als een ‘knusse consensus’. De gedeelde politieke opvattingen binnen het 
Nederlandse maatschappelijke middenveld en de overheid tonen dat er 
sprake is van een deportatie continuüm. Belangrijk is dat dit continuüm een 
vrijwel afgeschermde politieke ruimte creëert welke belemmeringen opwerpt 
voor initiatieven van activistische burgers, het voorstellingsvermogen om 
burgerschap anders in te richten, en het ontwikkelen van alternatieven voor 
gedwongen uitzettingsbeleid. 

Hoofdstuk 3, geschreven samen met dr. Irene van Oorschot, maakt 
een vergelijking tussen twee overheidslocaties waar het gros van de 
werkzaamheden bestaat uit dossier-werk. De eerste is een Deportatie Eenheid, 
de tweede een Gerechtshof. Voor beide locaties geldt dat de referenten van de 
dossiers, respectievelijk potentieel uitzetbaren of verdachten, onderworpen 
zijn aan de staat middels het dossier-werk dat hier plaatsvindt. In de analyse 
wordt bureaucratie niet voorgesteld als een rationeel proces maar verdienen 
juist die situaties in bureaucratische praktijken de aandacht die betrekking 
hebben op het gevoel. Het blijkt dat dergelijke bureaucratische affectiviteiten 
meer divers en gelaagd zijn dan enkel onverschilligheid – een affectieve staat 
die vaak gerelateerd is aan bureaucratie, soms zelfs in de veronderstelling dat 
onverschilligheid op de afwezigheid van affect duidt. Dit hoofdstuk laat de 
lokale productie van diverse affecten zien zoals die plaats vindt in de relaties 
die zich in dossier-werk vormen. Dit maakt duidelijk dat bureaucratische 
handelingen ten diepste affectief zijn, waarbij de relatie tussen de bureaucraat 
die aan het dossier-werkt, het dossier zelf, en de referent van een dossier 
telkens zorgvuldig afgewogen wordt. Welke affecten in een procedure naar 
voren komen en waar, is zowel tussen- als binnen de bestudeerde praktijken 
niet vanzelfsprekend overeenkomstig. Cruciaal bij het analyseren hoe deze 
praktijken bijdragen aan de (re)productie van soevereine macht, is daarom 
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het inzicht dat de veranderlijke interacties tussen betrokkenen ertoe leidt dat 
bureaucratische affectiviteiten intrinsiek relationeel zijn.

Hoofdstuk 4 gaat dieper in op de ethische implicaties bijgevolg de 
methodologische keuze om het traject van zogeheten ‘dossiers-ter-
verwijdering’ te volgen gedurende een procedure. Focus van onderzoek 
is hier een praktijk – het dossier-werk – en niet een onderzoekspopulatie, 
zoals bijvoorbeeld bureaucraten. In dossier-werk komen diverse activiteiten 
en actoren samen. De relaties die dezen vormen binnen het traject dat een 
dossier aflegt, worden continue gemaakt en vervolgens weer tenietgedaan of 
onderbroken. Dat het traject van een dossier-ter-verwijdering een intrinsiek 
relationeel proces is, leidt tot ethische moeilijkheden. Ethische richtlijnen 
gaan namelijk veelal uit van een af te bakenen onderzoeksgroep waarop de 
onderzoeker afstemt wat ethisch handelen behelst. Voor een praktijkgericht 
onderzoek geldt echter dat behoeften en zorgen van diverse actoren die 
deel uitmaken van de gevormde relaties verschillen of zelfs conflicteren, 
denk aan die van bureaucraten ten opzichte van die van uittzetbaren. 
Hierdoor bestaat er geen eenduidig antwoord op de vraag hoe ethisch 
te handelen. Ethisch handelen ten opzichte van een bureaucraat komt 
tenslotte niet vanzelfsprekend overheen met een ethische houding ten 
aanzien van uitzetbaren. Uitgaan van een afgebakende groep, een homogene 
onderzoekspopulatie, is dus ontoereikend wanneer de focus van onderzoek 
een praktijk is waarbinnen verschillende actoren met uiteenlopende ethische 
behoeftes het onderzoeksveld betreden. Dit hoofdstuk wijst er daarom op 
dat ethische richtlijnen die een praktijkgerichte onderzoeker voorafgaand 
aan veldwerk formuleert, en ethische dilemma’s die zich eenmaal in het 
veld voordoen, niet vanzelfsprekend op elkaar aansluiten – met een morele 
belasting voor de onderzoeker als potentieel gevolg.

In hoofdstuk 5 wordt de lezer nog dieper ingewijd in de alledaagse, praktische 
handelingen van gedwongen uitzettingen alvorens een stap terug te nemen en 
te reflecteren op de implicaties ervan in een bredere context. Dossiers worden 
gevolgd binnen de Deportatie Eenheid op hun bureaucratisch verdeelde traject 
teneinde een uitzetbaar subject te vormen. Door allerlei interne- en externe 

145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   174145130_Lieke_Wissink_BNW-def.indd   174 20-9-2020   11:26:2220-9-2020   11:26:22



175

SAMENVATTING

invloeden zijn procedurele criteria om de referent van een dossier tot een 
uitzetbaar subject te vormen constant aan verandering onderhevig. Het dossier 
functioneert als een techniek die het mogelijk maakt voor bureaucraten in 
de Deportatie Eenheid om uitzetbare individuen te documenteren. Deze 
individualisatie is van cruciaal belang aangezien het uitzetten van 
bevolkingsgroepen strafbaar gesteld werd in de nasleep van de Tweede 
Wereldoorlog. Maar zoals het zich ontvouwt in dossier-werk, worden 
uitzetbaren – zij die herkend worden als vreemdelingen die de natie 
zouden moeten verlaten – gevormd in een constellatie van populaties. De 
empirie ondermijnt daarmee de vermeende individualiteit van uitzetbaren. 
De populaties waaruit een uitzetbare figuur wordt opgebouwd zijn van 
verschillende aard, bijvoorbeeld raciaal, nationaal, of administratief. 
Bovendien verschillen deze categorieën van uitzetbare populaties per tijd 
en plaats, wat wederom aantoont dat het maakproces van uitzetbaren 
gesitueerd is. Deportatie bureaucratie, zo blijkt, is in wezen niet zozeer een 
praktijk om individuen uit te zetten maar een performatieve praktijk 
teneinde bevolkingen te ordenen. 

Tot slot wordt er in hoofdstuk 6 teruggekomen op de vraag die volgt uit de 
zoektocht naar de uitzetbare persoon, namelijk: wat wordt er bewerkstelligd 
met de verschijning van de uitzetbare persoon? Een Deportatie Eenheid 
is een afgeschermde en beveiligde omgeving waardoor een buitenstaander 
niet makkelijk binnen geraakt, net zomin als voor hetgeen dat zich binnen 
afspeelt om een weg naar buiten te vinden. Of zo lijkt het maar. Want ondanks 
deze dynamiek is deportatie bureaucratie ingebed in- en verwikkeld met onze 
samenleving. Sterker nog, de lagen van afscherming rondom gedwongen 
uitzettingen maken mogelijk wat deportatie bureaucratie kan bewerkstelligen 
op maatschappelijk niveau: dat het proces als geheel niet te doorgronden valt, 
ook niet voor degenen die er middenin zitten doordat de ondoordringbaarheid 
van het bureaucratisch woud hun zicht belemmert, krijgen incoherenties 
geen kans opgemerkt te worden en zo het maakproces te verstoren. In plaats 
daarvan kan de kennis die voortkomt uit het bureaucratische proces, zijn 
uitwerking hebben: de uitzetbare persoon krijgt gestalte en vervult als 
zodanig een betekenisvolle rol in onze sociale wereld. Het tijdsafhankelijke 
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en gesitueerde karakter van deze figuur geeft er blijk van dat de uitzetbare 
persoon enkel zo waarachtig is als de politieke verbeelding waarbinnen 
zij geschapen wordt. Dit impliceert dat wij allen de rol van de ‘uitzetbare 
figuur’ toebedeeld kunnen krijgen, daar deze figuur een cruciale rol vervult 
in het politieke project van natiestaten. Binnen dit project is de uitsluiting 
van mensen bepalend voor de mate waarin anderen juist gerekend kunnen 
worden tot een nationale bevolking. Het is daarom van belang ons het 
volgende te realiseren: de uitzetbare figuur verschijnt niet aan een verre 
horizon waarachter ‘anderen’ behoren maar begeeft zich altijd al onder ons; 
de uitzetbare figuur krijgt enkel gestalte temidden van ons allen. 
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MAKING DEPORTABLE PEOPLE. Bureaucratic 

knowledge practices in European deportation sites

How are people made deportable? � is is the empirical 

question that is explored in this dissertation. � e 

observations shared are based on years of ethnographic 

research on deportation practices in locations ranging 

from civil society spaces, to squats housing illegalized 

people, to securitized interstate meetings. � e main 

� eldwork site, however, is a European Deportation Unit 

where daily work is centered around deportation � les. 

On the inside, the author attended to � le-work from the 

moment of people’s arrest to their ‘removal’. � e outlook 

of � le trajectories therein is to eventually document a 

‘perfectly illegal and removable’ � le referent: the deportee. 

� rough being embedded in deportation bureaucracy as 

a an ethnographer, it became clear that the relations that 

are formed in these � le practices — between case workers, 

databases, embassies, social workers, quotas, lawyers, 

and more — constantly change as ‘� les-for-removal’ 

move along procedural trajectories. � ese contingent 

interactions that are (de)mobilized in � le practices 

collectively shape the deportee as a situated bureaucratic 

subject. Focusing on the deportable subject, a � gure 

who can only be known by constantly being made, o� ers 

re� ections that lie at the intersection of borders, nations, 

population and state power. What does the knowledge 

that is created in deportation bureaucracy tell us about 

our shared, social lives? As this work shows, despite 

deportation practices taking place mostly behind closed 

doors, we are all intricately bound up by them.
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