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Deportation, nation state, capital
Between legitimisation and violence
Clara Lecadet

As Abdelmalek Sayad has written: ‘To think about im-
migration (or emigration) is to think about the state.’1

Attempting to question both the political structure of
the state and its resonances for the individual, he adds
that the risk of expulsion is what weighs on the mind
of every immigrant and leads to a life of uncertainty
and insecurity. It does not take an extreme political
context, but simple, legislative changes and political
decisions to tip foreigners into, or maintain them in,
an illegal status which could lead to expulsion.

The political context in which Sayad made this
comment was certainly marked by the 1974 suspen-
sion of legal access routes to migration for work in
France and by the closing of other European countries
to foreigners from former colonies. As public policies
for the return of immigrants were put in place in the
1970s, they aroused the opposition of the Spanish,
Portuguese and Algerian governments to the expul-
sion of their citizens.2 From the 1990s, the return
of immigrants, traditionally organised at a national
level, became the cornerstone of European policy. The
reinforcement of control measures at the external
borders of Europe and of the expulsion of ‘illegal’ im-
migrants was concomitant with the creation of an
area of free movement within the European Union.
If this paradigm of return seems central to the cur-
rent migration regime that has been imposed by a
network of agencies including individual countries,
intergovernmental organisations and certain NGOs,
it is important to trace its origin, and to measure how
deep-rooted it is in relation to the construction of
political power in nation states.

The work of Mae Ngai and Daniel Kanstroom in
the United States, and of Gérard Noiriel in Europe,
together with the critical genealogy of deportation es-
tablished by William Walters, have shown the central

role played by the expulsion of foreigners and its pro-
gressive institutionalisation in the building of nation
states. Its divisive function has certainly contributed
to their internal and external construction. Initially
barely regulated, expulsion measures have come to
precede, accompany and contribute to the establish-
ing of definitions, categories and statuses produced
by the state apparatus. Expulsion becomes part of the
internal structure of the state by becoming the final
arbiter in separating citizens from non-citizens. It
makes concrete those legal distinctions which would
otherwise remain simple legal fictions.

The bureaucratic nightmare involved in obtain-
ing papers and their associated rights finds its radical
expression in expulsion. This in-between situation
which leaves so many foreigners in a ‘legal limbo’,3

but which also leaves room for individual and often
discretionary measures for legalisation, allows the
state to express and reaffirm its absolute power over
the status – illegal or otherwise – of foreigners in
its territory. Expulsion also shapes the outside ap-
pearance of the nation state in various respects. It
creates a sort of blind spot to the extent that expelled
migrants are consigned to invisibility, both actual
and symbolic. The fact that foreigners are a central
consideration in thinking about the state contrasts
all the more sharply with the fact that once they are
expelled, they are never again mentioned in public
debate. They disappear after expulsion, and are of-
ten deprived of any means of legally appealing and
annulling the decision that has been made. ‘Expelled
migrant’ is not a recognised legal term. This is the
point of the ‘Declaration on the rights of expelled and
deported persons’ by Daniel Kanstroom and Jessica
Chicco of Boston College Law School, a project which
seeks to articulate full rights for expellees.



While expulsion may appear inconsequential and
apolitical from a state-centred point of view, one only
needs to cross borders and to strip oneself of themeth-
odological nationalism which conditions a great part
of our research and our viewpoints, to realise that ex-
pulsionmeans that expelled migrants are condemned
to violence, destitution, rootlessness, and even death.
At the same time, this realisation may also be an op-
portunity for social and political reorganisation. We
must therefore deal with the policies and practices
of expelling countries together with the social and
political effects of expulsion in the countries where
migrants are deported. In this way, we can achieve
a more accurate mapping of the power relationships
which allow such measures to be put in place, as well
as an increased concern for the fate of people thus
caught up in the implacable logic of the state.

While expulsion is a form of social destitution and
radical political exclusion, it nonetheless generates
mobilisation and new forms of collective subjectivity
on the part of expelled migrants, who organise them-
selves on the basis of this denial of their political
existence. The Association Malienne des Expulsés
[Malian Association of Expelled Migrants] created in
Bamako in 1996, the Association Togolaise des Ex-
pulsés [Togolese Association of Expelled Migrants]
created in Sokodé in 2008, the association Welcome
Back Cameroon4 founded in Yaoundé in 2006, and
the Network of Ex-Asylum Seekers in Sierra Leone,
which began in Freetown in 2011, are all initiatives
which prove that expellees can use their ordeal as
a source of collective action to claim public visibil-
ity and recognition. Their drive to self-organisation
leads these people, considered second-class citizens,
to become political subjects. Central to this is their
claim that their participation in public debate takes
its legitimacy, above all, from what they have experi-
enced, and that they are therefore, more than anyone
else, entitled to speak about it. The presence of the
Malian Association of Expelled Migrants in public de-
bate in Mali for more than 20 years, and the slogans
of the Network of Ex-Asylum Seekers in Sierra Leone,
such as ‘Make us feel we belong’ or ‘Don’t stigmatise
us’, show the involvement of these movements in the
fight against the hardening of expulsion measures
and citizenship claims in their countries of origin.

But the visibility created by expulsion is also sig-
nificant if we look at it from the point of view of the
relations between nation states, where countries of
origin or of transit to which expelled migrants are
returned are politically subordinate. Expulsion re-
veals relations on a global level, which are based on
political power. It is part of the renewal of forms of
political hegemony resulting from the colonial period,
as is demonstrated by the pressure brought to bear on
African countries by the European Union and the In-
ternational Organisation for Migration (IOM) on the
issue of the externalisation of European borders, and
also in relation to the adoption of legal instruments
in migration policy that conform to, and are usually
dictated by, European interests.

Expulsion is not only an instrument distinguish-
ing the status of a citizen from that of a foreigner
and a factor in the political subordination of coun-
tries. To understand expulsion as part of the struc-
ture of nation states, we must include a reflection
on the economic dimension of its use. The implica-
tions of expulsion for the organisation of work and
the conflicts which it involves would complement an
analysis of expulsion in terms of political rights and
power struggles. Long before migration policies be-
came a clear and visible part of the construction of
individual countries, expulsion was an ad hoc way of
treating foreign workers, for reasons rooted in both
economic utilitarianismandnationalism,ofwhichmi-
grantworkers have always been themain target. Thus,
Gérard Noiriel considers that the French law of 1893
on the ‘protection nationale du travail’ [protection
of national workers] was a milestone in the history
of legislation and policy on residence permits.5 It is
also pertinent to consider questions of political rights
and their underlying economic dynamic. From the
nineteenth century on, expulsion has been a power-
ful means not only of excluding foreign workers, but
also of creating divisions within the workforce. In
her analysis of the struggles of the Popular Front in
France in the 1930s, the philosopher Simone Weil
demonstrates that the participation of foreign work-
ers in the struggles which brought about major social
reforms was not only not recognised, but the exist-
ence of these workers was marginalised within the
movement, leaving them in a precarious position and
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liable to expulsion, as well as lacking any political
rights. She denounces the denial of colonialism by
the left-wing government of that period, and sees
foreign workers as internal colonial subjects.6

Such mechanisms for the subordination of a for-
eign workforce, possibly leading to expulsion, became
even more marked and visible with the circulation of
workers connected to globalisation, and because of
policies of selection and rejection based on usefulness
to the economy of the host country. Emmanuel Terray
has coined the term ‘délocalisation sur place’ [on-site
relocation] to refer to the use of a low-paid, foreign
workforce, whose cheap labour is in competition with
‘national’ labour and is easily expelled.7 But it is not
enough to say that workers can be expelled when they
are not, or are no longer, useful to the economy of the
host country; they are expellable and expelled even
when they are ‘useful’, in order to maintain a constant
pressure on the labour market and wages and to put
a stop to any possibility of organisation or claims for
workers’ rights. The same thinking is also at work
in a brutal way in the global South and enables us
to understand the long-standing process of the ex-
pulsion of foreign workers between different African
countries.8 While the externalisation of European
borders and its resulting imperialism undoubtedly
play a leading role in the current reconfiguration of
borders andmigration policies in Africa, it is nonethe-
less the case that expulsion retains a ‘local’ dimension
as a tool to increase the turnover of manpower which
can be exploited at will. Equatorial Guinea and other
oil-producing countries brutally and regularly expel
migrant workers. If we look at the brutality of these
measures for expelling foreign workers at different
levels, and try to understand how they work together,
we can then comprehend the importance of expulsion
in the global functioning of neo-liberal capitalism.

Since expulsion is presented as a guarantee of
national order and a pragmatic means of subduing
the workforce, we must therefore think beyond the
national framework, both in terms of the economic
organisation of labour and the political means for
the control, detention and expulsion of foreigners, in
order to appreciate the current reconfigurations of
expulsion measures. There is, in fact, a whole web of
interrelated actions in various disguised forms, as can

be seen in the ‘transfer’ of asylum seekers in Europe
under the Dublin III Regulation, and the ‘evacuation’
or ‘humanitarian repatriation’ carried out by the IOM
from Libya or Niger, which sends migrants back to
their country of origin as part of the political trend
towards fixing populations and preventing them from
migrating and/or enabling their return. The enumer-
ation of these various levels, labels and kinds of legit-
imisation poses the question of whether the global
discourse on ‘governingmigration’ and on the need to
return migrants simply redeploys what nation states
have historically set up in relation to inclusion and
territoriality at a wider scale.

Movements trying to challenge these policies are
also established at various scales – local, national and
transnational – but their mode of operation remains
by and large fragmented. In their radical form, they
aim to challenge the systemic framework of inclusion
and exclusion established in the political structure of
the nation state, as is the case with the No Borders
Network which defends the principle of freedom of
circulation and demands the abolition of borders, or
with the current rallying cry ‘Abolish ICE’ [Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement] in the United States.
This is also the case with the English network End
Deportations, which asks for the abolition of the de-
tention and deportation of migrants, or the French
sans-papiersmovement in the 1990s and for certain
groups of undocumented migrants all over Europe
which defend the principle of global legalisation and
freedom of circulation. At the same time, we should
not minimise the impact of the increasingly individu-
alised forms of power predicted by Foucault on move-
ments that are often organised around specific issues:
protecting schools, preventing expulsion to countries
where deportees’ lives are at risk, and so on. The re-
sources of the law are used to demand protection for
individuals belonging to specific categories or coming
from countries at war and thereby considered unsafe
according to international conventions, thereby fuel-
ling a policy of ‘case by case’ treatment.

As such, the struggle against the principle of ex-
pulsion itself is generally not at the heart of these
movements. Instead, at their centre there are a num-
ber of motives which may seem similar, but are based
on very different relations to the state: the claim for
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freedom of circulation, based on a radical critique
of the state, is at quite some distance in its assump-
tions from demands for reception centres or pleas
for hospitality, which make the state and its citizens
legitimate actors in their duty of openness towards
foreigners, but which do not radically question these
structural roles. Despite criticism and opposition,
strategies of resistance and occasional public outrage
caused by certain deportations, the virtual consensus
on expulsion across the political board seems, at least
in liberal democracies, to rely upon the degree of ac-
ceptability of thismeasure. There is a strong tendency
in themoral economy of the United States and Europe
to link expulsion with an offence having been com-
mitted. Such legitimising positions make it difficult
to develop a radical political critique of expulsion.

The intensely normalising process of these meas-
ures aims to neutralise criticism and make it inop-
erable. Governments, helped by international insti-
tutions like IOM or UNHCR, work to make expul-
sion publicly acceptable by incorporating it into a
whole framework of ‘migration governance’. In the
twentieth century, there was a major shift from ex-
pulsions that played a key role in statelessness, vi-
olence and mass crimes in the interwar period and
during the Second World War, and the expulsion of
undocumented foreigners as part of current migra-
tion policies. This does not mean that from the nine-
teenth century on there were no expulsions of foreign
workers, as there certainly were in France. But the
change brought about by the Second World War and
its role in raising a European consciousness and in
building a unified, peaceful European area, seems to
have implicitly moulded the discourse and views on
‘return’ policies developed from the 1970s in various
European countries. Care has been taken to dispel
any idea of continuity between the treatment of non-
European foreigners and the violence of the first half
of the twentieth century. A number of texts and legal
instruments adopted after 1945 aimed to limit expul-
sions and to bring about forms of protection for those
who had been displaced by the wars and/or stripped of
their national rights. But as Arendt indignantly noted
in relation to measures taken by the United States
to strip communists of their nationality, countries
considered to be democratic have adopted practices

which had been considered the reserve of totalitarian
states.9 In the case cited by Arendt, expulsion could
be aimed at citizens born in the country as a result of
their loss of nationality. But it would apply above all
to foreigners, in the light of their precarious adminis-
trative situation, and would be the central issue in the
growing process of legitimisation and normalisation.

How could such measures be developed whilst
also remaining acceptable? They had to be inserted
into a political framework that made belonging to
one’s country of origin – even if this ’belonging’ was
purely formal or went totally against generations of
residence in a different country– the ultimate justific-
ation of all the measures taken in regard to foreigners.
This had to be based on a political and legal rhetoric
which minimised its coercive dimension. Thus the
Return Directive adopted by the European Parliament
in 2008 contained such references as: respect for the
rights and the dignity of expelled persons, recourse
to a ‘reasonable’ use of force against resistance, devel-
opment aid to third countries to promote the lasting
resettlement of returnees, etc.10

The historical weight and the symbolic burden of
expulsion remain, however. The very use of the term
‘return’ is symptomatic of what Sayad would call an
‘alibi term’. As a political artefact, it is a euphemism
for the violence inherent in expulsion, it erases the
complexity of migration journeys in which expulsion
is rarely synonymous with return, and it ‘naturalises’
return as an inherent part of migration. This effort
at normalisation by both international institutions
such as IOM and national governments combines dis-
course and practice: the rationalisation of coercion
in manuals handed out to escorts, the creation of
economic and policing partnerships with countries
of origin, etc. There exists in expulsion a constant
tension between norms and violence. And it is not
by chance that activists in France insist on using the
term ‘deportation’, which is immediately associated
in French with the deportation of the Jews, a tactic
which raises problems but which refuses normalisa-
tion. It is particularly difficult to fight a policy which
is both unilateral and fragmented in its implementa-
tion.

What distinguishes individual expulsion on com-
mercial flights and the expulsion of groups on specific
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flights set up by liberal democracies from mass expul-
sion campaigns in an authoritarian context? Do these
demarcation lines have any meaning? What are the
criteria: the brutality of the methods, the number of
people sent back, the respect for the rules of law or
their suspension?

Numerous examples show the extent to which
the lines are blurred: did not the European Coun-
cil consider, in September 2015, collective expulsion
programmes as a means of dealing with what was
considered to be an influx of refugees unpreceden-
ted since the Second World War? Is not the attempt
to circumvent the rules of readmission by printing
a European pass a sort of legal coup? Does not the
use of force in a democratic context create victims
in exactly the same way as in an authoritarian one?
Long-winded procedures and the careful use of words
try to cover up the reality of practices, but they can-
not eradicate the violence, the destitution to which
expelled migrants are condemned or the issue of their
treatment in their country of origin.

When Saudi Arabia carries out expulsion cam-
paigns again and again (with up to a million foreign-
ers expelled in a year), there might be reports on the
intensity of the xenophobic violence involved in these
campaigns or on the appalling number of those tar-
geted by such measures,11 but they never generate
the degree of scandal that is aroused for political con-
flicts such as war, civil war or political repression.
Thus, even when expulsion is carried out on a grand
scale and without the resources and deferments that
are possible in a state subject to the rule of law, the
principle of sovereignty is so powerful that there is
no international reaction other than in the form of
humanitarian aid financed by governments via IOM,
which further contributes to the depoliticisation of
the issues raised by expulsion campaigns. There is an
international political consensus on expulsion to the
extent that, given the hypocrisy and political struc-
tures involved, the proportions and the methods of
expulsion become almost irrelevant.
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